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Glossary

Alternating brick and stone masonry see Opus mixtum.
Arrow loop (arrow slit) – A narrow window in a wall or tower through which

arrows and crossbow bolts could be fired. They usually have a fan-shaped sec-
tion, with a vertical long and narrow slit on the exterior, which opens inwards.
More evolved types could include a combined form with a vertical slit, a stirrup
lower part, etc. They could either be set in an embrasure or simply pierced
through the thickness of the wall or in a crenel of the battlements.

Ashlar masonry – Regular-shaped dressed blocks set in even horizontal rows.
Ballista – A large, projectile engine, resembling a giant crossbow, which fired

large wooden bolts or iron-headed bolts.
Barbican – A fortified open court, or any form of outwork, built to protect the

area in front of a gate.
Bastion – A solid, protruding construction intended to withstand cannon fire; it

basically replaced the function of a medieval tower. The earlier experimental
forms appeared in the 15th century and had evolved into a fully fledged defen-
sive system by the mid-16th century. The term has also been arbitrarily used to
denote any solid, angular projections from curtain walls (especially in ancient
fortifications).

Batter (also talus, scarp, glacis) – The sloping base of a wall, tower or moat.
Although it was widely adopted (and known) in fortifications after the second
half of the 15th century for defence against cannon fire, it was also present in
medieval fortifications. Its function could be due to static reasons, such as rein-
forcing the foundations and lower parts of the structure; to defensive reasons,
such as preventing the use of scales by attackers or to withstand ramming
and mining attempts; to offensive reasons, such as facilitating the rebound
(ricochet) of missiles thrown from the battlements or machicolations (an idea
suggested by Viollet-le-Duc).

Battlements – The upper end/line of fire of a medieval fortification running
along the wall-walk. It is usually formed with alternating built parts (known as
merlons) and gaps (known as crenels, hence crenellations, used for the whole
battlement zone). This form allowed defenders to fire against the attackers
through the crenels and find cover behind the merlons. When the walls were
under attack, crenels could be blocked with wooden planks (known as
shutters); in evolved specimens the shutters could be rolled along horizontal
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beams set on corbels on the exterior of the merlons. The top of the merlons
could have various forms: horizontal and flat, horizontal with triangular sec-
tion, swallow tail, saw-toothed, etc. An alternative form of battlements has a
continuous wall (known as parapet) with fire positions (embrasures) at regular
intervals.

Blind arcade/arches – A row of arches added to the inner side of the walls and
supported on pilasters. There could be many reasons for the presence of a
blind arcade, including to create a wider wall-walk above the arcade and facili-
tate the movement of defenders; to spare construction material; or to create a
lower line of fire, below the battlements, with embrasures opening in between
the arches.

Buttress – An independent stone support (usually in the form of a built pillar).
It was usually added in cases where a structure (wall or tower) needed to carry
extra weight, such as a built roof or vault.

Cannon-hole – An opening in the wall for a gunpowder-operated weapon
(whether portable or immobile). In early cannon-holes (late 14th to late 15th
centuries) the form is similar to an arrow slit, with the outer opening being
circular, oval, rectangular or ‘key-shaped’. Different, more evolved, forms
appear from the early 16th century onwards.

Casemate see Embrasure.
Cistern – A tank (either closed or open) for capturing and storing (rain)water.

In most cases it is subterranean or occupies the ground floor of a tower.
Cloisonné masonry – A masonry style with dressed (usually porous) stones

framed by thin, red bricks. It appears in the 10th century and continues in
several variants until the end of Byzantium.

Conduit see Cribwork.
Corbel – A block projecting from a wall to work as a support for a superstructure.
Countermine see Mine.
Counterscarp see Moat.
Crenellations see Battlements.
Cribwork (also Timber-frame) – A structural system in which wooden beams

were embedded, connected and arranged within masonry so as to create a
framework/skeleton. This tie beam belting/lacing gave the structure connec-
tivity and plasticity, especially in the earthquake-prone eastern Mediterranean.
It appears almost consistently from the 11th century onwards (with the earliest
recorded examples in the 10th-century walls of Rentina). In the medieval
period the beams were not visible on the surface of the walls, a feature that
changed in the later centuries. Where the wood has deteriorated, its presence
can easily be detected thanks to the rectangular shells (‘conduits’) it left behind.

Curtain wall – The part of a wall between two towers or bastions.
Donjon (also Keep) – A tower-house used by feudal lords in medieval Europe

and the Levant. It could be either part of a wider fortification (in which case it

byzantine fortications - prelim page vii - Press

Glossary vii



would be the most formidable structure, standing at the highest point), or
stand isolated.

Drawbar – The large horizontal beam of wood used to lock a gate.
Drawbridge – A hinged bridge that can be raised to block a gateway or lowered

to cover a section of the moat. Usually operated via chain and winches.
Earthworks – A fortification constructed out of dirt, usually with raised volumes

of earth encircling an area or creating external obstacles. It could be combined
with wooden palisades and trenches.

Embrasure – A conch or splayed opening in a wall for an arrow loop, an ordinary
window or an early cannon-hole. It gives defenders room to stand and man-
oeuvre. With the introduction of evolved cannon, fire positions opening
through thicker masonries required larger, more massive and elaborate
arrangements (dealing, for example, with the smoke or the recoil), known
under the generic term ‘Casemate’.

Flanking fire (also Enfilading fire) – A fortification principle denoting the
ability to protect the curtain wall from its adjacent protruding structures
(towers and bastions). The flanking ability of each tower depends on the
number and positioning of its fire positions (arrow slits, ballista openings,
cannon-holes), their range of fire, the distance from the neighbouring tower.

Forewall see Outer wall.
Machicolation(s) – A protruding closed platform, supported on corbels and set

on the upper part of the walls/towers. It has holes in the floor, through which
defenders could attack those at the base of the walls. There are many vari-
ations: the simplest is a box machicolation, supported on two or three corbels
and usually set above gates or tower corners to protect blind spots. A more
evolved type, usually dated from the 14th century onwards, covers the whole
length of walls/towers. In Western Europe this latter type supposedly replaced
an earlier wooden variant (a wooden gallery on beams, known as hourding or
brattice). Machicolations could also be supported on arches or buttresses.

Mine and Countermine – A mine is a tunnel dug under a castle by attackers in
an attempt to cause a partial collapse of a wall or tower, by setting fire (or, later
on, exploding) the wooden supports of the tunnel. The defenders could
countermine by digging into the attackers’ mine and exterminating the enemy
diggers before they could complete their work. Fortifications founded on solid
bedrock or surrounded by a moat were secure from mining.

Moat (also fosse) – A ditch wholly or partially encircling a fortification. It may be
dry or filled with water (temporarily or permanently), although in the East
Mediterranean water moats were rare. A moat achieves various aims: it holds
enemy siege machines away from the main walls; it increases the relative height
of the walls and discourages climbing; it prevents mining; and it is a source for
building materials, especially when dug into bedrock. The sides of the moat are
usually angled and smooth to prevent climbing: the side below the walls is the
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scarp, and the outer one is the counterscarp. Above the counterscarp there can
be an advanced line of defence, with a parapet and fire positions (fr. chemin-
couvert, it. strada coperta).

Murder hole – A relatively simplified form of Machicolation, consisting of an
opening on the roof of a passage that allowed defenders to shoot at enemies
passing below. It was usually set either in front or directly behind a gateway.
When set in front of a gate, it could also serve to prevent enemies from
destroying the doors.

Open-back Tower (also Half tower, Open tower, Open-gorged, ouvert à la
gorge) A tower, usually rectangular, whose back is left unbuilt (open) so that if
attackers seized part of the walls, the tower could not be used against the
defenders. This principle was already followed in Classical/Hellenistic forti-
fications. In Byzantine times it was used particularly for the towers of the
outer walls.

Opus mixtum (also Alternating brick and stone masonry) – A masonry style
with alternating bands of stone (or rubble) masonry and bands of brick. The
technique presents several variants, dating from the Roman period down to
the last years of Byzantium. Its form depends on the number of brick and stone
courses, their consistency and their elements (whether using whole or broken
bricks, dressed or unhewn stones, whether the brick bands span the whole
thickness of the wall or simply cover the façade, etc.). A variant with a single
brick row is known as Alternating brick.

Outer wall (also antemural) – A defensive line consisting of a lower wall outside
the main enclosure. It was used in fortifications set on flat terrain. The aim was
to keep the enemy as far as possible from the base of the main wall so as to
prevent climbing, ramming and mining. It also secured a second exterior line
of fire. As a concept it was first introduced in the Hellenistic period. An evolved
type, known as ‘concentric fortifications’ or ‘double-castrum’ was introduced
in Europe and the Levant during the 13th century.

Parapet – A continuous wall section protecting a line of fire (either at the top of
the walls or on the ground).

Pendentive – A spherical triangle which helps the transition between a circular
dome and a square base on which the dome rests.

Peribolos – Greek word for enclosure, court or ward.
Portcullis – A wooden grill/lattice (often iron-clad) that is raised or lowered to

open or block a gate entrance. It is fitted on grooves curved on the gate jambs,
and it is operated via a chain and winch from above the gate.

Postern Gate (also Sally Port) – A small gate used as a secondary entrance or
emergency exit. It usually opened on the side of, or next to, a tower for added
protection. Postern gates intended for sudden attacks opened on the right side
of towers, so that the exiting soldiers would be holding their shields towards
the enemy line.
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Putlog holes – Small, usually rectangular, holes in the façade of a masonry
intended for the horizontal poles or beams (putlogs) of scaffolding. In most
cases, once construction was finished, the holes were filled in.

Ram (also tortoise) – A battering ram is a siege engine designed to break open
the walls or splinter wooden gates. In its simplest form it consisted of a large
log carried by men. When suspended in a mobile shelter, so that the carriers
were protected and allowing for more distance to thrust it against the walls, it
was called a tortoise.

Recessed-brick masonry (also concealed-brick or hidden-brick) – In this
masonry style, when laying courses of bricks, each alternate course was set back
from the face of the wall and covered with thick mortar. In this way the joints
seem much thicker than the bricks. The technique appeared in the 11th century
and continued until the 14th century, with some variants.

Rubble (also opus incertum, see also opus mixtum) – Masonry style using rough
unhewn stones, irregularly placed with mortar and smaller stones (or broken
bricks) in the joints.

Scarp see Moat.
Spout – A tub- or lip-shaped projection on the roof of a building that serves as an

outlet for rainwater, conveying the water away from the side of a building and
thereby preventing the water from eroding the masonry.

Squinch – A construction whose purpose was to fill in the upper angles of a
square room so as to create a circular (ovoid or even octagonal) base for a
domical vault.

Tortoise see Ram.
Trebuchet – A stone-throwing catapult that was powered by a counterweight.

Used by both defenders and attackers, it was more accurate and had a greater
range than the earlier torsion-powered catapults. The trebuchet became
widely used from the 12th century onwards. Due to its weight, it required solid
platforms when mounted on towers.

Wall-walk (also catwalk, allure) – A corridor along the top part of the walls
allowing the defenders to circulate. It is defended by battlements or a parapet
on the exterior, and by another lower wall (known as a parados) on its inner
side. It is accessed either from staircases from the interior of the fort or from
nearby towers.
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Introduction

This handbook is intended to give a general overview of the fortifications of the
Eastern Roman State, also today known as the Byzantine Empire (a term attri-
buted much later, and never used by contemporaries), or Romania (a name widely
used in Western sources).1 It aims to cover the fortifications that were executed,
financed, or built with the consent (or the tolerance) of a central authority, whose
official ideology was the continuation of the Roman Empire in the East. This can
prove somewhat ambiguous at times, as for example in the period after 1204,
when different states aspired to continue the Byzantine/Roman line of succession.

I started from a number of questions – when were the fortifications built, how
were they constructed and decorated, and how could they be understood in terms
of defence and military technology? In the course of my study, I understood that
it would be futile, and indeed boring, to speak of the monuments alone, without
integrating them into the defensive system they were meant to serve; in other
words, without asking the questions about who made them, who manned them,
and why, since, in the words of Oedipus, ‘a vacant fort is [simply] worthless . . .’2

For many of these issues, however, there may not be adequate answers, at least
not for all the periods and regions of the Byzantine Empire. And these two words,
‘periods’ and ‘regions’ are the first problems to consider when dealing with a state
that survived for more than a millennium covering an area that fluctuated from
virtually the whole Mediterranean basin down to a single city (Constantinople)
and some distant territories. Chronological and geographical boundaries that
would help delineate the notion of the Byzantine Empire have been a continuous
struggle for Byzantine studies as a whole. Multiple versions and periodizations
have been proposed over more than 200 years of scientific research. In the
English-speaking world one of the earliest notable efforts was Edward Gibbon’s
The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Gibbon saw the Byzantine
era as a direct continuation of the Roman Empire, and despite the fact that his
view is no longer accepted or considered valid, the interest it created for the
Eastern Roman State remains undimmed until today.

Currently, there seems to be a general consensus on a tri-partite division (with
an added interim part): an Early Period (also known as Early Christian, Proto-
byzantine, or Late Antiquity) covering roughly the period from the 4th to the
7th century (its precise end date fluctuates since the eastern provinces of Syria,
Palestine, Egypt and North Africa were only gradually lost to the Arabs); an
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intermediate era, previously known as the Dark Ages, and currently referred to as
the Transitional Period, which extends from the late 7th century up to the first
half of the 9th century; a Middle Period, starting at the mid-9th century and
finishing either at the late 11th century (including parts of the empire lost to the
Seljuks) or 1204 (covering the rest of the empire which was dismantled during
the Fourth Crusade); and, finally, a Late Period, in which a number of polities
co-existed, each aspiring to the imperial legacy while struggling at the same time
to extend their territory or avoid annihilation.

The end of the Byzantine Empire is usually set in 1453, when Constantinople,
a shadow of its former glory, was finally taken by the army of Mehmet II the Con-
queror. However, the last remnant of Byzantine polities in the Balkans (known as
the Despotate of Morea) was only conquered in 1460 and its counterpart in Asia
Minor (known as the Empire of Trebizond) did not fall until 1461, thus sealing
the end of autonomous Byzantine rule.

The beginning date of Byzantine history is even more difficult to pinpoint,
since there was practically no division point or severe change that would help
distinguish it from the former Roman times. Even if most scholars (and especially
historians) opt for 330 (the inauguration of Constantinople) or 395 (the final
division of the two parts of the Roman Empire),3 on closer look it seems that each
discipline in the spectrum of Byzantine studies finds eventually its own dating
system. And this is done according to the internal socioeconomic changes that
gradually altered the fabric of the Roman establishment and brought about
distinctive new conditions. Theologians and architectural historians have already
integrated the 3rd century into their accounts as a necessary first stage, based
on the existence and spread of Christianity. Numismatists, on the contrary, go
further down in 496, when Anastasios implemented a new coinage system that
would prove stable and remain in use for centuries to come.

When it comes to fortifications, one should bear in mind that they are always
part of a defensive system and a set of practices that depend primarily on the terri-
tory they are expected to cover, the available resources, and the enemy they have
to face. The vital concerns of central authorities are to deal with threats, to
defend borders, and to protect the population within them. This means that the
main factors for large-scale changes in fortification patterns come usually in the
form of a dramatic appearance of new enemies or changes of borders, usually fol-
lowing periods of relative stability. Reacting to these factors influences the way in
which the state organizes its fortifications as part of its defensive system, channels
its revenues into building up its military, defensive and intelligence capabilities,
and deploys them to protect certain areas, usually those most exposed to enemies.

Taking this into consideration, we come up with a more ‘organic’ way to envis-
age the later centuries of the Roman Empire and the transition point to Byzantine
history. It seems that from the mid-3rd century, when the Roman state faced a
series of external attacks and internal disruptions, new defensive conditions were

2 Byzantine Fortifications
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gradually implemented, whose concrete form lasted for at least a century, up to
the end of the 4th century. Within this framework all major centres of the empire
received substantial fortifications, though the primary concern remained with the
frontier territories. This system, usually known as Diocletian-Constantinian,
although it took advantage of pre-existing fortifications, was significantly differ-
ent from the earlier defensive strategy; that had focused solely on the frontier
limes, the primary concern of the army from the times of Augustus down to the
mid-3rd century.

The Diocletian-Constantinian system was in turn partially remodelled in the
5th century when the Balkan territory of what was then the eastern part of the
Roman Empire required its own defences. In fact, the first period when we can
talk about Byzantine or East Roman fortifications should start at the moment
when there is a definite East Roman State patrolling its borders and protecting its
lands. This was the case only after the state was divided between the two heirs
of Theodosios I in 395; this division did not simply introduce administrative
reforms within a single system – it involved a definite separation of the empire
into two states with separate administration and defensive policies. This is par-
ticularly true for the Balkan provinces where there was a massive fortification
programme in the early 5th century, one that was intended to defend against the
Gothic menace, or even an attack from the Western Roman Empire.

The eastern frontier of the empire, however, did not experience any such
change of borders. In fact, the fortifications of the Eastern Roman frontier seem
to have survived without significant changes from the Early Roman conquest of
the area down to the time of its loss to the Arabs. Indeed, when it comes to forti-
fication strategy in the eastern provinces, the Early Byzantine period can simply
be considered as a continuation of the Diocletian-Constantinian period.

In the 6th century this same system was extended in order to include new
territories added to the Eastern Roman Empire as part of Justinian’s conquests
(North Africa and Italy). It was supposedly further strengthened by a new string
of fortifications, if one is to believe the court author Prokopios.

Following the immense territorial losses at the end of Late Antiquity, in the
7th and 8th centuries (Transitional Period), the Empire was basically confined to
the larger part of Asia Minor, along with Balkan and (continuously shrinking)
Italian territories. However, many issues are still unsolved as to the extent of its
real or nominal authority over these lands. The new territorial reality that was
consolidated in the course of the 7th century led ultimately to a new defensive
system, whose aim in Asia Minor was to contain Arab raids and counteract their
military tactics, and in the Balkans to regain imperial control over invaded terri-
tories and counteract Bulgarian aggression. Some of these goals had been
achieved by the end of the 8th or early 9th century, by which time the Empire had
a reorganized military and administrative system. Recent research on many
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fortified sites is rapidly changing our earlier ideas on which places were walled at
the time and how they functioned.

The 9th century emerges as a period of stability, growing prosperity and
reinforcement at all levels, usually interpreted as a preparatory period for the
great achievements of the next century. When it comes to fortifications, the early
9th century saw a series of robust public works aiming mainly to consolidate
the power bases of the empire, the largest of these programmes being the one
initiated or completed by Michael III in Asia Minor. These works were not a
response to an enemy assault (as was the case with the 7th- and 8th-century
walls), but were put into place as a visual proof of the state’s renewed vitality,
a vitality that was expressed by the great territorial expansion that followed in the
next two centuries. Yet the 9th-century state remained to a large extent confined
to the restricted borders it had had from the early 7th century onwards, with
some additions (in the Balkans) and even losses (such as Crete). We will therefore
include the 9th-century fortifications as part of this Transitional Period since the
works corresponded to a consistent defensive strategy.

The Middle Byzantine Period should be divided into two parts: the first covers
from the 10th until the 3rd quarter of the 11th century. It is usually known as the
Macedonian Renaissance, named after the dynasty that held on to power for an
extended period during a time of expansion and prosperity in all sectors of life.
At the end of it, however, the state practically collapsed under the weight of the
civil wars and the establishment of the Seljuk states in Asia Minor. Even though
the notorious Battle of Mantzikert (1071) seems to have had less strategic impor-
tance than is usually attributed to it, the annihilation of Byzantine control in Asia
Minor was a fact.

The second part, from the end of the 11th century until 1204, is usually known
under the name of the ruling Komnenos dynasty. The Byzantine Empire of this
period was a notoriously changed state, which saw the building of walls as the
basic factor of its defence. The amount of money and effort spent on castle build-
ing during this period is virtually without precedent, considering the restricted
resources available. This also reveals the general insecurity prevailing in all the
territories of the Empire. This was coupled with a radical change in its social
organization – power was bestowed on large aristocratic families which con-
trolled large estates and private armies.

The Komnenos system survived for as long as the central authority had the
means to control centrifugal forces, to demonstrate a will to defend territory, and
to put into the field a military force equal to that of its adversaries. The collapse
of this system from the end of the 12th century was marked by separatist moves
aiming to create independent states. The final blow was given by the Fourth
Crusade (1204), the Latin conquest of Constantinople and the dismantlement
of the remaining territories which were distributed among the Franks and
Venetians.

4 Byzantine Fortifications
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Late Byzantine history is an intriguing and complex system of parallel stories
of states, each acclaiming itself as an heir to the Empire. The Empire of Thessa-
loniki, the Empire of Nicaea (later in Constantinople), the Empire of Trebizond,
the Despotate of Epirus, the Despotate of Morea and the Duchy of Neopatras
were all political entities ruled by members related to the former Byzantine
dynasties, which arose at some point as continuators of the Byzantine Empire.
Next to them were several other states, like the Latin Empire of Constantinople,
the Second Bulgarian Kingdom and the Serbian Empire, whose rulers also
claimed to be Emperors of the Romans. Problems of political ideology, changing
boundaries, constant wars for survival, and rising and falling dynasties were all
bound in an extricable web for a period of almost three centuries; a web that was
eventually to be dissolved by the Ottoman conquest.

These socioeconomic conditions led to the building of literally thousands of
fortifications, in every form and every part of the Balkans, the Aegean and Asia
Minor (that is, along its western and northern littoral). The difficulty in this case
is what to consider as a proper Byzantine fortification, since almost all territories
passed at some point under the rule of people who claimed to be Byzantine
emperors. The constructions we see, built by conflicting parties, are indistin-
guishable, following Late Medieval war technology. We have to wait until the
15th century in order to see fortifications in the Aegean world that would have
distinctive features pointing to the identity of their builders, such as Venetians,
Ottomans, and Hospitallers. For our case, therefore, we will restrict ourselves to
those fortifications which can be ascribed with some certainty to Byzantine rulers
and their followers, either in the Balkans or in Asia Minor.

By that time, however, the last remnants of the Byzantine Empire are usually
considered as a lost cause, deprived of economic and military momentum, and
simply trying to delay the inevitable. Yet, until their very last days, the Byzantines
were repairing and reinforcing their walls. These final fortifications tell a some-
what different story; rather than showing resignation, they demonstrate a degree
of sophistication and reveal a knowledge of the latest improvements carried out in
Western Europe.

When one encounters the history of the Byzantine Empire, one sees how the
state in every period evolved, transformed, and adjusted its institutions and its
ideology, along with its size, internal organization, external policies, and enemies.
However, at the same time it preserved its own identity and notion of continuity,
hence we are correct in speaking of the same political entity, the Eastern Roman
State acting as a continuation of the Roman tradition. The fortifications were a
state symbol of strength and survival against its adversaries, an earthen boundary
protected by the heavenly forces that preserved the Empire from the barbarians.
This book is a modest effort to study and interpret the physical remains of these
monuments.

Introduction 5
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However fascinating the history of Byzantine fortifications may be, it also
involves a number of difficulties owing to the fact that more than a dozen states
presently occupy the territories of the Empire, often inimical to one another;
this means in practical terms that scholars of one region usually ignore all that
has been done in another, with their accounts addressed merely to their local
audience. Hence the necessity to take a general look at the subject, to try to com-
bine data from various areas, and finally establish a concrete image of the defen-
sive state of Byzantium at any given moment.

Nevertheless, there has been an increasing volume of studies focusing on
individual sites, in older or more recent times, of generic or more detailed form,
reaching either general chronological conclusions (‘the castle was Byzantine’) or,
more rarely, solid documentation of different construction periods. Indeed, this
book will only deal with published material, and the aim is to bring together
all the available material for a given period of time. It will therefore deal also
primarily with those examples where scientific work reached conclusions as to
their date of construction, and their periods of use, and sites where these publica-
tions contain details as to architectural and defence features, such as masonry
style, battlement shapes, arrow loop types and measurements, etc. Unfortunately,
despite the huge number of preserved sites, only a small percentage fulfill these
criteria, but there is still enough information to make the compilation of this
book possible.

To the best of my knowledge, there has been a single predecessor, a first
attempt to produce a general overview of Byzantine fortifications: the well-
known, though usually inaccessible, composite account by Clive Foss and David
Winfield, entitled Byzantine Fortifications: An Introduction. This is one of the most
peculiar and intriguing books, including in reality two separate accounts. The
first is by David Winfield, who gave a general overview and a sketchy reference to
the Asia Minor castles he considered to be Byzantine, based on his remarkable
personal research. The second part, written by Clive Foss, dealt first explicitly
with the walls of Constantinople and Nicaea, and then went on to give a general
examination of some Asia Minor fortifications (mainly in its western part).
Despite the shortcomings, this is the most widely referenced source for Byzantine
fortifications. It was admirably seconded by Foss’s extensive record of publica-
tions on Byzantine fortifications of western Asia Minor, as well as by the concise
article by A.W. Lawrence, ‘A Skeletal History of Byzantine Fortification’.

Among many other scholars dealing with particular aspects or periods of the
Byzantine military record, one cannot avoid mentioning some of the great
mentors of our times, on whose efforts this handbook heavily relies: the likes of
James Crow, Denys Pringle, and John Haldon, along with the representatives of
an older generation, such as Donald Nicol and Antony Bryer. I have particularly
profited from the unwavering support of Michael Heslop and his first-hand
knowledge of medieval fortifications. The late Slobodan Ćurčić completed his

6 Byzantine Fortifications
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opus magnus, Architecture in the Balkans from Diocletian to Suleyman the Magnificent,
alas shortly before his demise. With this invaluable resource for any student of
the Middle Ages in the eastern Mediterranean, fortifications attained at last their
proper significance, and were superbly examined within their socioeconomic
context.

Having started the compilation of the book back in 2009, I profited greatly
over the years from, and would like to recognize, the help I received from friends
and colleagues; although names are too many to mention, their support is humbly
acknowledged, with the shortcomings of the final result remaining the sole
responsibility of the author.

Introduction 7
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Chapter 1

The Late Roman Defences
(3rd and 4th centuries)

What Was Before: The Early Roman Times
The Roman State, as consolidated in the years of Julius Caesar and Augustus,
included practically the whole Mediterranean basin and the larger part of
Europe.1 All these territories were filled with pre-existing fortifications of various
dates, size, construction techniques and purposes. At the same time, the unifica-
tion of these areas under a steady government, especially after the end of the civil
wars, made many of these walls obsolete. The Roman State from the 1st to the
early 3rd century adopted a different defensive policy from its predecessors, who
had opted to actively use fortifications as part of their efforts to defend them-
selves. The government focused on safeguarding the state, acknowledging at the
same time that further expansion would be unmanageable. Whether this was a
conscious decision, usually attributed to Augustus, or the result of many factors is
still a matter of debate.

In any case, the army was restructured and most of the legions were moved to
the frontiers; they were transformed into frontier garrisons, policing the borders
and securing the Pax Romana. This led over time to the creation of a huge network
of frontier zones, known generically under the term Limes.2 In reality, in each
area the Roman strategists opted for a system of barriers that was cost-efficient,
and manageable, but in no case was it impenetrable. They created a border zone,
especially in more vulnerable places, which in times of peace facilitated com-
munication, trade, and tax collection, while in times of peril it allowed time for
the Roman defenders to regroup, relocate forces, and counterattack. In many
places, these defences consisted of linear fortifications with moats, external
obstacles, walls made of local materials (wood, turf or stone), guard towers and
sentry stations; the latter usually followed the famous ‘playing card’ plan, which
imitated the standard layout of Roman military camps.3

The most famous of these linear fortifications is, of course, Hadrian’s Wall in
Britain, the construction of which consolidated the pre-existing situation along
the northern borders of this province.4 It was in turn succeeded by Antoninus’s
wall further north, and reused later on. Elsewhere, the Fossatum Africae, the
German and Danube Limes, and the Easter Frontier fortifications were parts of
the greater scheme for the protection of the Empire.5 This immense defensive
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system (whether it was centrally controlled or not) – its effectiveness, provision-
ing, purpose, and results – has been the subject of countless theories and con-
troversies. General assessments usually fail to show the constant mobility in the
frontier zone – the raids, wars, destructions, rebuildings, advances or withdrawals
of an army, whose numbers, divisions and movements varied greatly according to
the wider political or strategic situation.

When it comes to the defensive elements of the Roman walls themselves, one
key observation strikes the viewer: their simplicity and lack of provision for active
defence (such as flanking fire from regularly spaced towers, multiple platforms to
fire from, double walls, posterns for assaults, etc.), particularly given the fact that
Rome had inherited an array of Hellenistic fortifications which had attained, at
least in the most refined examples (such as the walls of Rhodes, Perge, Messene)
and the related military manuals, a degree of sophistication that remained almost
unsurpassed until the invention of gunpowder.6 The Roman walls of this period
were simply constructed as field bases, points from where the army would con-
duct open-field operations. They were designed to offer basic protection, but
never to sustain prolonged sieges by a formidable adversary. The only such
adversary – the Persian Empire – lay to the East, and in that field of action Rome
used pre-existing fortifications with minor adjustments. This is how we can
interpret the basic defences of the many ‘playing card’ forts along the Roman
borders, which lacked projecting or gate towers.

The reintroduction of these active defensive elements (seen in full force from
the 3rd century onwards) was often envisaged within an evolutionary scheme
from simpler to more complex forms:7 corner and gate towers were first observed
in German forts restored by Marcus Aurelius after the Marcomannic Wars.
These towers, however, had no enfilading power since they were built far apart
from one another; they were probably intended to strengthen feeble parts of the
forts, like the gates or the rounded corners. The same tendency continued in
the Severan period, with truncated gates on the one hand and semicircular or
U-shaped gate towers on the other. Still these forts were not designed to with-
stand a siege, but simply protected the barracks of a field-operating army from
unexpected attacks.

At the same time, existing city walls within the empire were usually neglected,
with settlements developing outside their old boundaries. New enclosures or
monumental city gates were built as part of city embellishment, or as a mark of
imperial favour and elevation to city status, with little regard for their defensive
capability. This was the case, for example, in the Hadrianic extension of Athens
(only its gate survives), or in the 1st-century walls of Gerasa (Jerash, Jordan).8

Few active fortifications were built within the imperial territory, and then only as
a response to specific threats: for example for a number of Thracian cities, such as
Philippopolis (Plovdiv, Bulgaria), and Bizye (Vize, Turkey), because of their
proximity to the northern borders, especially during the Marcomannic Wars.9

12 Byzantine Fortifications
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The Late Roman Walls, 3rd and 4th Centuries
Introduction – The Major Conflicts
The Pax Romana was dramatically threatened during the Third-Century Crisis
(235–284), when the Empire nearly collapsed under a series of external attacks and
internal adversities (rebellions, dissensions and civil wars).10 Enemies stormed
the Roman territories from all sides, leaving few regions unaffected. The army
fought in many open-field campaigns, ultimately destroying the Goths, Alamans,
Vandals, Saxons and Franks in the West, and the Palmyrians and the Persians in
the East. One of the most notable episodes on the latter front was the Sassanid
conquest of the Roman city of Dura-Europos on the Euphrates in AD 256;
diligent excavations there have given an unprecedented amount of information
not only for the city, but also for the position, preparation, and use of the walls
during the siege.11

Eventually, the Roman Empire survived intact, and was reunited once the
insurrection of Postumus (r. 260–269) was crushed and his ‘Gallic Empire’ dis-
solved. Following his accession to the throne (284), Diocletian decided to create a
system of government known as Tetrarchy in 293, in essence splitting Roman
territory into four regions. A series of civil wars among the various co-rulers
shortly thereafter ended in 323 with Constantine I as sole emperor.12

During all this time there was occasional turmoil along the north frontier (the
Rhine and Danube rivers), erupting in local skirmishes and quasi-continuous
fighting at the eastern frontier (the Persian Empire). In the time of Emperor
Constantius II (r. 337–361), the young Caesar Julian crushed the Franks and
restored Roman rule in the north, recapturing strongholds such as Cologne.13

Afterwards, Julian, by then emperor, advanced towards the eastern frontier,
where the Persians under Shapur had captured the key fortress of Amida in 359.
Thanks to Ammianus’s accounts (see below), we have vivid descriptions of the
battles, shortly before Julian met his death on Persian soil in 392.14 Under the
ensuing treaty between the Romans and the Persians, five frontier provinces and
eighteen important fortresses were handed over to the Persians.15

The next pair of emperors, Valentinian and Valens, were once more engaged in
local fighting with Gothic tribes along the Danubian frontier, barbarian raiders in
Gaul and the Persians in the East. However, the major event of this period took
place in 378 in Adrianople, where Valens was killed and his army annihilated
by an ad hoc alliance of Goths, Visigoths and Huns.16 This brought to the throne
Theodosios I, who succeeded in pacifying Thrace by, among other things, recruit-
ing vast numbers of Goths to the army, settling them in the areas between the
Danube and the Balkan Mountains, and turning them into limitanei in the service
of the empire (see below). During his reign, a string of co-emperors (Gratian,
Maximus, Valentinian, and Eugenius) ruled and lost their lives in repeated civil
wars.17 On the eastern frontier, Theodosios concluded with Persia a peace treaty
that settled the issue of Armenia by dividing its territory between the two states.

The Late Roman Defences (3rd and 4th centuries) 13
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After the death of Theodosios in 395 the empire was divided between his two
sons, Arkadios in the East and Honorius in the West. This division was destined
to be permanent, and from then onwards the Eastern Roman State can be
regarded as a historical (and defensive) reality.

Sources Relevant to Fortifications
The most authentic voice by far among the authors of this period when it comes
to military matters is Ammianus Marcellinus, a soldier who wrote some eye-
witness accounts.18 Of special importance is the information concerning the
practices of siege and fortifications on the eastern Roman frontier. From his work
only the part concerning military affairs of the mid-4th century (352–378) is pre-
served, but he was an eyewitness to some of the sieges he describes and he provides
a variety of details about the military and defensive preparations of those involved.
It is through his texts that we learn of ballistic machines being actively used in his
time, and the ways in which fortifications were put to action. Especially vivid are
his descriptions of the handover of Nisibis (363) to the Persians by Jovian,19 and
the siege of Amida (359) during the reign of Constantius II.

Vegetius’s Epitoma Rei Militaris was a tactical manual that was destined to be
extremely popular in following centuries; it was regarded as mandatory reading
until the end of the medieval era, and even into the Modern period.20 Publius
Vegetius Renatus, a member of the bureaucratic elite at the imperial court, wrote
his work, usually known as De Re Militari, probably in the late 380s. It was done
under the patronage, perhaps even at the request, of Theodosios I. The material
is organized into four books, the first three of which deal with the recruitment,
organization, and training of field armies. The fourth is dedicated to siege and
naval warfare. In examining fortifications (chapters 1–6) he first touches upon
naturally formed or man-made protection, including wall planning and earth-
works, gate types (such as portcullis, barbicans, murder holes), moats, and battle-
ment provisions. Then he deals with the preparations for a siege (arm and
machine supplies, water and food provisions), before speaking in detail about
siege strategies of attack and defence (where he also enumerates all the engines
that could be used to attack or defend a fortification, such as torsion machines,
rams and tortoises, the mobile towers).

Another anonymous manual, De rebus bellicis, was most probably an academic
compilation, based on antique authors.21 It describes a number of war machines
that may never have been used. It was probably written at the end of the
4th century or in the early 5th century.

Army Organization
Despite the fact that the Roman military machine was able to overcome these
adversities, the earlier system of frontier defences nearly collapsed. All the great
cities of the empire felt the consequences of raids and conflicts, and a number of

14 Byzantine Fortifications
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solutions were implemented in the afflicted parts of the empire as they struggled
to respond to the challenge. When Diocletian mounted the throne in 284, his
political agenda was primarily aimed at restoring order, focusing especially on the
security and defensive capability of the empire. Diocletian is referred to in con-
temporary sources as a great builder of fortifications and reorganizer of the army.
This was part of the imperial propaganda promulgated by the official terms
renovator, recuperator, reparator.

What has come down to us as the Diocletian/Constantinian ‘defensive strategy’
was probably a combination of central and regional policies, conceived during
the crisis, implemented progressively over a long timespan, and then repeated on
different war fronts.22 In its general guidelines it remained active down to the
beginning of the 7th century. Indeed, were it not for the division of the empire and
the distinctive histories of the eastern and western parts, it would be difficult to
differentiate between Late Roman and Early Byzantine defensive strategies.

Whether we accept or not the existence of a ‘defence-in-depth’ grand strategy
or a combination of regional responses (such as frontier defence, cross-border
raiding, wars of conquest), the empire opted for the protection of the Roman
city, the basic unit of its culture. Large diocesan cities, even if far away from the
frontiers, were heavily fortified and acted as seats of movable army forces, known
as the comitatenses. These were primarily concerned with the safety of these
centres, but could also easily intervene and confront raiders in every part of
the Roman territory. A second part of the army consisted of the limitanei: the
frontier forces.23 These were generally weak garrisons settled at the borders
along with their families and given state lands in exchange for military service in
case of danger. Indeed, their role was apparently to take the first blow of a raid,
alert the nearest centre of comitatenses, and then preserve themselves behind
walls from which they could threaten the rear of the invading army.

Various smaller units were also formed for specific reasons, such as bodyguard
formations (scholae) and infantry regiments (auxilia). It often happened that
various tribes (Ostrogoths, Visigoths, etc.) were settled as limitanei and fought
alongside the regular army under their own commanders. In fact, Goths were
considered among the most effective troops in the Roman army, though later on
they turned against their employer and raided the provinces of the empire. The
threat from the Goths was only averted in the second half of the 5th century,
marking also the decrease of the significance of limitanei in the Roman army.

The comitatenses, being the main body of the army, were often recruited from
areas whose populations were known for their belligerence and war skills.
However, the largest contingent consisted of foreign mercenaries serving under
the command of Roman or foreign officers.

Heavily armoured infantry – made up of a range of units armed with different
weapons24 (with a variety of swords, spears, javelins, slings, staff-slings, manubal-
listae, etc.) – continued to be the main fighting force of the Late Roman army.

The Late Roman Defences (3rd and 4th centuries) 15
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Cavalry units fulfilled various roles according to their armament, skirmishing
or engaging enemy cavalry; their place was secondary to that of the infantry.25

Within the fortifications, as well as the personal armour that would be used by
the soldiers either in distant or hand-to-hand fighting, a number of artillery
pieces were used.26 A stone-thrower, which was adopted by the army some time
before the mid-4th century, was a one-arm torsion weapon known as ‘the wild
ass’ (onager) from its kick on release, or ‘the scorpion’ after its arm action.27.
Since it was large and difficult to transport, it could only serve as a defensive
weapon. In fact it must have been primarily adopted by the part of the army with
a constantly defensive role, the limitanei. The machine had to be set on a plat-
form that was both spacious and stable, elevated in order to reach distant targets,
and capable of withstanding considerable weight and thrust. It is often therefore
thought that the increasing construction of towers during this period should
be related to the progressive use of this type of artillery. The height and promi-
nence of the towers may have directly influenced the range of the machine.
Constantine I in particular is credited with favouring this weapon.

There were also artillery pieces shooting arrows and bolts, following the
tradition that started back in the Hellenistic period. Their form resembled that of
a large bow. These bolt-shooters (ballistae), mounted on a tripod or a cart (carro-
ballistae), required a large space (preferably interior) and an opening through the
walls in order to function; there were also handheld types (manuballistae). They
were accurate, long-range weapons and could be used either against individuals
or even advancing formations. Their presence is mentioned in the sources, and
parts of metal bolts have been found in excavations.28. However, openings
through fortifications designed specifically for ballistae are only recorded in the
following period (see below).

The Fortifications29

Research on Late Antique fortifications indicates that from the mid-3rd century
to the late 4th century the Roman Empire constructed a large number of forti-
fications both along its frontier zones and in the hinterland.30 Many pre-existing
fortifications were repaired and strengthened. Within the various categories of
walls (military fortresses, civic walls of major and secondary cities, watchtowers,
hilltop refuges, linear fortifications, fortified landings, etc.) it is difficult to
establish patterns and strategies. When dealing with cities, Rizos has seen a new
ideal of the Late Antique city emerging, whose main feature was its military
character.31

Ćurčić, while discussing the architecture of the Tetrarchy period, has rightly
noted a number of major developments.32 The first was a growing need for better
security, manifested in the construction of walls around existing cities. It was a
tendency that had become apparent from the later part of the 3rd century, and
was going to be a constant for all urban settlements, to the point that the walls

16 Byzantine Fortifications
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were indeed the mark of civic identity. Many old cities simply restored pre-
existing walls or erected new enclosures, often smaller than before and therefore
easier to defend.

Primarily symbolic of this era were the new walls of Rome, begun by Aurelian
(270–275) and concluded by Probus (276–282) (see Plate 1).33 With a total length
of 18km, they have a core of rubble and an all-brick facing, and in their route they
took in all pre-existing buildings. Enfilading projecting towers were the rule, with
381 rectangular towers set at 30m apart. All the major gates were surrounded by
semi-circular towers, protruding some 3.5m.

The universal use of projecting towers as vital points in the organization of
active defence became the basic feature of the so-called ‘Tetrarchy-Constanti-
nian’ fortifications. They came in various forms: rectangular, circular, curvilinear,
polygonal, triangular, and finally fan-shaped, a form that would never appear
again. There is as yet no in-depth study as to the frequency of each plan, the date
or its significance.

The second development was the need for new imperial palaces, or better,
for new capital cities, a direct result of the co-existence of several emperors in
Italy, the Balkans, and Asia Minor. These cities aimed to project their imperial
character not only in their inner layout, but also in the form and size of their
fortifications. One should also keep in mind the sub-category of existing cities
that were elevated to the status of imperial capitals, such as Thessaloniki and

Plate 1. Rome. The Aurelian Walls, view of Piazzale Ostiense with the Pyramid and Porta san Paolo.

(Source: Public domain)
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Nikomedeia. This tendency reached its culmination with the foundation of a new
capital in the city of Byzantion by Constantine I, although none of the Constan-
tinian walls are preserved in the city.

The third development, which Ćurčić noticed particularly for the Balkan
peninsula, was the increase in the construction of new urban settlements, which,
regardless of their size, were all invariably fortified.34

A fourth development of this period was the strengthening of pre-existing
fortifications, i.e. the rebuilding of walls that had proven insufficient, usually
following barbarian raids. This category included a number of limes fortresses
and settlements along the northern frontiers of the empire. Their remains have
often been investigated archaeologically, and in most cases only their plans are
available to modern scholars. These are usually regularly shaped (rectangular or
trapezoidal), with towers of various shapes (rectangular, polygonal, fan-shaped) at
regular intervals.

Diocletian and Constantine I can be credited with the erection of at least thirty
fortifications throughout the empire. Probably many more could be dated to the
same period. A handful of them remain in the territory of the later Eastern
Roman State, and enough evidence survives to enable comparisons to be made.
These will be the focus of the following sections.

Fortifications in the Balkans
Among the civic fortifications of the Balkans there are extensive remains. The
best studied examples remain those of Athens and Thessaloniki. After them, the
walls of Stobi (Gradsko, North Macedonia, end of the 4th century)35 and Serdica
(Sofia, Bulgaria, 2nd and early 4th century)36 have also received attention and
were related to government initiatives in the framework of provincial adminis-
tration and historical circumstances.

In Athens (Greece)37 the earlier walls were restored and strengthened in the
years of the Emperors Valerian (r. 253–260) and Gallienus (r. 260–268), and a
new section was erected on the south side of the city. This enclosure was aban-
doned very quickly (but perhaps not destroyed), and a new, much smaller one was
created that covered just the part north of the Acropolis, leaving outside impor-
tant sections of the ancient city (see Plates 2 and 3). This wall was built with
façades made of ancient blocks and reused architectural pieces from fallen build-
ings, while the core contained fragments of sculptures, inscriptions and broken
marble set together with strong lime mortar. The height of the wall reached
c.11.5m. Rectangular projecting towers strengthened both the walls and the
gates. The fortification also incorporated in its course the walls of existing build-
ings, such as the Hellenistic Stoa of Attalos II, proving that the aim of the
builders was to construct with the minimum of effort under pressure of time.
This wall is called post-Herulian and is usually dated after 267, when Heruls
raided the city.

18 Byzantine Fortifications
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Plate 2. Athens. Plan of the Late Roman fortification and the Acropolis.

(Source: American School of Classical Studies at Athens: Agora Excavations)
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The fortification of Thessaloniki (Greece)38 consists of three areas: the forti-
fied city, the citadel and the (much later) Fort of Heptapyrgion (Seven Towers)
(see Plate 4). The city walls rise from the sea in the south to the citadel hill to the
northeast. Their plan is trapezoid and their length is c. 8km. Where the ground is
level there is an outer wall and a main wall with triangular towers set closely
together. The section on the side of the hill was strengthened mainly with rect-
angular towers. It remains unknown whether the outer wall ran along the entire
length of the walls or was restricted to only the most vulnerable parts; in any case
it was a weak construction. The presence of a moat, mentioned in the sources, has
not been verified. The triangular towers of the city walls present a unique case:
they are solid projections that are neither separate structures nor rise above the
walls (they could also be described as bastions or buttresses, see Plate 5). Their
form, number, and positioning are not so well preserved in other Byzantine sites.

This fortified complex presents a series of building phases whose chronology
poses problems. The earliest structure that is currently preserved is the inner side
of the city walls; this was in fact an earlier enclosure, regulated by rectangular
towers. Later on it was deemed weak and it was reinforced both internally and
externally with the addition of rectangular buttresses. Then the whole complex
was reshaped by adding much stronger structures to its outer face (the wall with
the triangular towers). Several different techniques were used in this new con-
struction: some parts were built with schist stones set in regular courses and
alternating with three to five bands of brick, while others have a façade covered

Plate 3. Athens. Late Roman fortification wall, c. A.D. 280–290.

(Photo: American School of Classical Studies at Athens: Agora Excavations)
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Plate 4. Thessaloniki. Plan of the city and its fortifications.

(Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Thessaloniki_historic_city_centre.svg)
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with superimposed bands of brick arches that are strictly decorative; the base of a
third part of the wall is made of reused marble seats which probably came from
the Hippodrome.

The citadel was added later in the same period to the north of the city’s existing
fortification; this is proved by the towers of the intermediary wall, which project
towards the citadel rather than towards the city. In its most vulnerable section,
triangular and rectangular towers succeed one another.

As for its date, the earlier (inner side) enclosure of the city walls is attributed to
the mid-3rd century (c.254) and connected to barbarian invasions. Its reinforce-
ment has been dated to the first half of the 4th century. The restructuring of the
walls, however, has been interpreted in various ways. Ćurčić has linked the build-
ing of the walls with Galerius, who took up residence in the city. He believed that
the curtain wall east of the city, with the giant triangular towers, was erected as
a single enterprise, along with the nearby Hippodrome and the palace. Most
scholars, however, favour a later date,39 linking the erection of the walls to a dedi-
catory inscription in the east part of the city to an official named Ormisdas. The
identity of this individual, and therefore the date of the construction, is disputed:
two dates have been proposed, namely the time of Theodosios I (Tafrali,
Velenis), at the end of the 4th century (since Ormisdas is specifically mentioned
as ‘having clean hands’, which was thought to mean that he did not participate in

Plate 5. Thessaloniki. The city walls. (Photo: Anastasios Tantzis)
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the massacre of the Thessalonicans ordered by Theodosios I), or later on, in the
mid-5th century (the date proposed by Spieser and Vickers). The brickstamps of
the outer wall have been used as evidence for a date in the mid- or third quarter
of the 5th century (Rizos).

As mentioned above, one of the new architectural features of this period was the
construction of new imperial cities.

Romuliana (Gamzigrad, Serbia)40 was constructed by Galerius in memory of
his mother Romula. It had a basically rhomboidal form, covering 4.8ha, with two
main gates (east and west). An earlier system of walls was quickly deemed insuf-
ficient, and was superseded by a much larger fortification, whose dimensions and
character are almost unique for this period, the reasons being mostly symbolic and
hierarchical. Twenty oversized polygonal towers (six on the sides, each measuring
between 25 and 30m) were added to the wall, and the corner towers were signifi-
cantly larger than the rest. The two gates had multi-storeyed, elaborate façades,
protected by twin towers, a design reminiscent of both imperial palaces and forts.

The so-called Palace of Diocletian at Split (Croatia),41 built c.300, is currently
identified as a new imperial city rather than a self-standing palace, as it was con-
sidered in earlier literature (see Plate 6). Its rectangular plan and inner disposi-
tion resemble those of a Roman military camp, with many parallels in the eastern
provinces of the empire. This layout, along with the numerous mason’s marks of
Syrian origin, bespeaks of eastern Mediterranean workshops employed in this
scheme. The city is protected by a massive enclosure reinforced by sixteen
towers; those protecting the three gates (in pairs, one gate on each side) are all
octagonal, while the rest are rectangular. The façade of the gates is decorated

Plate 6. Split. The ‘Palace of Diocletian’. (Source: Public domain)
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with arcaded tiers with columns on corbels. The interior of each gate formed a
square, open-air courtyard with tall three-storey fighting platforms on all sides,
and a second gate leading into the city.

Constantinople (Istanbul, Turkey)42 was inaugurated in 330, and was destined
to be the centre of the medieval state that continued along the lines of the Roman
Empire in the East. However, there is little physical evidence from the Con-
stantinian period; the largest surviving monument is the Hippodrome (despite
its erroneous attribution by earlier research to Septimius Severus). Its enclosure
seems to have formed a wide arc running along the peninsula from the Sea of
Marmara to the Golden Horn. Along the shore lines (Marmara and Golden Horn)
the 4th-century walls took advantage of the pre-existing 2nd-century walls. As for
its landward side, we can only tentatively trace the line of the walls on the soil,
since not a single stretch has so far been identified. From sources we know of the
main gate at the end of the Via Egnatia (known as the Golden Gate), and a
secondary one (the Deuteron Gate) leading to the road to Adrianople, Serdica,
Naissus and Sirmium.

As well as these major fortifications, a number of smaller fortresses – military
outposts strategically located along the main roads crossing the Balkans or along
the Danube frontiers – have been investigated archaeologically over the years.
This building activity was necessary as Roman forces retreated to the Danube
line, which would henceforth be the natural barrier of the empire. In many cases,
these were earlier Roman camps (of the ‘playing card’ shape) that were rebuilt in
stone but retained their symmetrical planning, with added features such as corner
towers.43

One of the forts where a large part of the fabric is preserved is the castrum of
Scampis or Scampa, c.320 (Elbasan, Albania, see Plate 7).44 Scampis lay halfway
between Dyrrachion (Durrës) and Ohrid (North Macedonia) and controlled
traffic on the Via Egnatia. Covering an area of c.10ha, it has an almost perfect
rectangular plan with petal-shaped towers (some rectangular) on the sides, and
fan-shaped ones at the corners. It had two symmetrical and corresponding gates
(east and west), protected by twin towers and leading to inner defensive court-
yards. In the next century it was turned from a military outpost into a settlement.

Another such military outpost was Rentina (Greece),45 which guarded the
entrance to a gorge, and was crucial for traffic along the Via Egnatia and access to
Thessaloniki. The first fortification consisted of a pentagonal citadel and a forti-
fied enclosure with two gates. It was perhaps built with support from neigh-
bouring Arethousa and at the time was named Artemision.

A number of isolated forts (turris) have also been attributed to this period.46

Most were located along the Danube, in the modern border areas between Serbia
and Bulgaria and in Hungary. They seem to have been simple watch towers,
surrounded by an enclosure wall. They were designed to observe strategically
important passes, and send warning signals when necessary.
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Fortifications in the Eastern Provinces
Substantial walls dating from the period survive in only a few inland cities of the
eastern provinces; some of them (such as Nicaea, Nikomedeia, Ankyra, Xanthos,
and Philippopolis)47 have been the subject of extensive research.

The walls of Nicaea (Iznik, Turkey)48 were built after the Gothic raid in 259.
The works started under Emperor Gallianus and, according to inscriptions sur-
viving above the Lefke and Yenisehir gates, they were completed by Emperor
Claudius Gotticus in 268–269 (see Plate 8). They form a single enclosure regu-
lated by towers. The walls are built in a strong rubble masonry interrupted by
brick bands. They were around 4m thick and reached a height of 9m, with a wall-
walk accessible through staircases built on the inner side. It seems that there was a
single defence line at battlement level. Special attention was paid to the gates,
which were both monumental (with arched openings made of ashlar blocks) and
also well defended, with inner defensive rectangular courtyards.

The towers, built at intervals of c.60–70m, had an all-brick facing covering a
rubble core. They are U-shaped, with a diameter of 8–9m, and bond to the wall.
A small gate opens to the left side (to the outside viewer) of each tower for attacks
launched by the defenders; in that, they follow a well-known Hellenistic practice.
No other openings are externally visible and therefore the towers had to be
defended from their top level. Mention of the use of catapults during the Arab

Plate 7. Scampis (Elbasan). View of the walls. (Photo: author)
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siege of 727 implies the existence of a flat roof for the installation of such
machines. The presence of a moat outside the walls is probable, though its
earliest mention dates from the 11th century.

Nikomedeia (Izmit, Turkey)49 held a strategic position at the head of a deep
gulf on the coast of Bithynia, and was the start point of the land route linking the
Aegean coast with central and eastern Anatolia. Diocletian chose the city as his
capital and carried out a large-scale construction plan in order to create here an
imperial centre, a new Rome.

These works included the erection of massive and very long walls which
extended to a length of more than 6km surrounding the citadel and the rough
hills above the city, and down to the coast. They were designed to cover not only
the inhabited areas but also the hills that control access from the north, as well as
to secure a water supply. Only a small part of them is preserved today, together
with a tower still standing to a height of c.10m, in the area to the north of the later
Byzantine fort. The rest of the walls have been consumed by the expansion of the
present city. Nothing is known of the sea walls that undoubtedly must have
existed.

Many different masonry styles have been observed in the preserved parts of the
fortification. The commonest one has a façade built with roughly hewn stones,
set in irregular zones, and a core of uncut stones with white lime mortar, smaller
stones and large bricks. They are interrupted at regular height intervals of c.1m
by bands of bricks that continue throughout the wall thickness. There are four

Plate 8. Nicaea (Iznik). The Lefke Gate. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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bands of neatly placed bricks. In fact this masonry is very similar to the earlier
Roman walls of Nicaea.

The Nikomedeia walls were not maintained for a long time. They were
abandoned either after the 7th century, or much earlier in the 4th century, once
the capital was transferred to Constantinople. A provincial city could not afford a
huge defensive enclosure, especially since it was far away from the borders and
there was no apparent need for them. They were probably damaged during the
358 earthquake, and whether they were used afterwards is unknown.

The city of Philippopolis (Shahba, Syria),50 the birthplace of Emperor Philip
(r. 244–249), was (re-)founded shortly after his accession to the throne. The city
acquired a bulky enclosure c.3.5km in circumference, in the form of an irreg-
ular quadrilateral, partly following the contour of the terrain. The walls were
strengthened with square towers at regular intervals (40–50m), projecting from
both faces of the enclosure. The corner towers and those flanking the main gates
were circular. The enclosure was pierced by four identical gates, each with a
central archway flanked by two smaller arches. These gates led to the colonnaded
streets and buildings of the settlement, many of which were left unfinished when
the emperor died. The walls were built with large, well-cut stone blocks from
local bedrock.

Of the eastern frontier fortifications, only a few major sites preserve parts of their
defences. The walls at Amida (Diyarbakir, Turkey),51 though later transformed
and largely rebuilt, can be recognized both on stylistic grounds and from some
Greek and Christian inscriptions (see Plate 9). They are still preserved to a length
of 5.5km, and consisted of the main wall, with a width of 4.5m and height of
8–12m, and the outer wall (thickness 1.8m, height 2m). The towers, with a
diameter of c.15m, projected for c.12m. Solid buttresses jutted out from the walls
between the towers. Their width was c.2m and their projection c.1.8m. Three of
the four monumental gateways had three passages, and were flanked by huge
U-shaped towers; there are traces of blind arches on the interior side of their
walls.

The defensive features of Amida have provoked a vigorous discussion about the
evolution of the fortification systems of the Early Byzantine Empire. Gabriel
attributed them to Constantius II between the years 324 and 337. Others have
recognized them as Justinianic, while Crow has identified two phases between the
4th and 6th centuries. The city was the largest Roman stronghold on the Persian
frontier and it played an important role in all the conflicts down to 639, when it
was conquered by the Arabs.

The Roman frontiers from the Euphrates through Syria and Transjordan and
down to the Red Sea are currently understood as a series of north–south routes
on the fringes of the desert, regulated by square forts (quatriburgia), towers and
small towns.52 At the end of the 3rd century the region was heavily strengthened,
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and the route through Syria (connecting Damascus, Palmyra, and Sura) was
known as Strata Diocletiana, because Diocletian had played a major role in its con-
struction. Most of these fortifications have simply been recorded and further
work on their dating has not been undertaken; some of them, though, have been
thoroughly researched and they include work from later periods (such as
El-Lejjun in Jordan and Resafa in Syria).53

One of them was the legionary fortress at Palmyra (Syria),54 which was dated
to the Diocletian era. During this period the city received a new wall circuit that
enclosed a huge area (c.120ha). A separate monumental military fort was erected
within the walls, occupying the northern – highest – part of the city. It included
major monuments as well as the headquarters of the Legio I Illyricorum. In this
way the entire urban area became a military centre for the defence of the empire.

Further south, the major fort at Yotvata (Israel)55 guarded the road from
Gaza to Aila. This was another quatriburgium with four corner towers project-
ing from tall, thick walls. Its construction at the end of the 3rd century was con-
firmed based both on numismatic evidence and on an inscription. The latter
attributed the construction of a wing and a gate to Emperor Diocletian. The fort
was placed next to a major water source with an elaborate channel system serving
its distribution.
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Chapter 2

The Fortifications of the 5th and
‘Long’ 6th Centuries

Introduction – The Major Conflicts
The two centuries that followed the final division of the Roman State in 395 saw a
series of major military events, in which fortifications played a major role. The
upheavals caused by the movement of new groups of ‘barbarian’ tribes eventually
led to the disappearance of the Western part of the Roman Empire as a political
entity, and the emergence of a series of new states.

In the Eastern part of the empire, the rulers, solidly based in Constantinople,
focused mainly on the protection and preservation of their domain, gradually
overcoming a number of external enemies. The major upturn of this policy came
with the implementation of Justinian’s long-term plan to reclaim the Western
territories; according to the court historian Prokopios, this included an immense
programme of fortification building. The reasons for the near-collapse of the
empire slightly later (during the first half of the 7th century) is still a matter of
debate.

The Events of the 5th Century
At the end of the 4th century the main military factor in the Balkans was the
presence of Gothic tribes in their interchangeable roles as allies, imperial soldiers
or raiders.1 What had been a matter of external frontiers had gradually trans-
formed into an internal political problem for the empire: Gothic tribes were used
by powerful Roman governors (such as Stilicho for the Western Roman State,
Rufinus and Eutropius for the Eastern) in their quest for the control of power;
Gothic leaders were integrated in the Roman military order and paid by the
treasury to raid imperial territories; Goths were also fighting among themselves
while in the service of the empire. The removal of the Goths from the array of
‘external enemies’ was followed by the arrival of the Huns, who in turn raided the
Balkan provinces in the first half of the 5th century. They forced Byzantium to
pay them a large tribute before eventually turning to the west.2

The Ostrogoths raided the imperial territories in the mid-5th century before
they turned towards Italy after 488.3 It is perhaps these upheavals, along with
the rising animosity between the two parts of the Roman State, that forced the
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imperial government to initiate a large-scale defensive programme with the aim
to fortify all the cities of the Illyricum, which is known through the edict of
Emperor Theodosios II (see below).

The perennial enemy on the eastern frontier was the Sassanid Empire, with
whom Roman fought a series of small-scale wars that amounted to a balance of
power. There were short intervals of peace, such as the one that ended in the
treaty of 442. In every conflict the fighting was concentrated on the sieges of
fortified frontier towns, rather than large-scale open-field battles. The borders
were relatively stable throughout the period, and modifications involved the loss
or recovery of cities, such as Daras and Amida.

The Events of the 6th and First Half of the 7th Century
At the turn of the 6th century Anastasios apparently fortified important places
in order to defend the Balkans, as part of a programme of security and non-
expansion. In 502 another Persian war erupted, caused by Anastasios’s refusal to
pay tribute to the Persians for them safeguarding the Caucasus passes from bar-
barian invasions.4 Amida was occupied after a fierce three-month siege. Follow-
ing a peace truce concluded in 507, Anastasios proceeded to transform Daras into
a strong military base just 5km away from the frontier. Daras-Anastasioupolis was
walled and elevated to full city status in 508–509.

Justinian’s interest was consistently focused on the conquest of the West.
However, he still fought three Persian wars (527–532, 540–545, 549–557). In the
course of the first war, Belisarios won a great victory at Daras in 530;5 during the
second, the Persians occupied and plundered Edessa (Urfa) and Antioch.6

Another war (572–591) broke out during the reign of Justinian’s heir, Justin II. In
573, after a long siege, Daras was again occupied by the Persians. In the following
years a pattern of hostilities was established, with Roman victories (such as the
battle at Solachon, 586) followed by Persian counterstrokes and Roman defeats.7

However, the largest military effort mounted by the Eastern Roman State took
place in North Africa and Italy, as part of Justinian’s policy to reinstate the
Roman imperium. The campaign of Belisarios against the Vandals in Africa in
533 is considered to be one of the most successful military campaigns ever under-
taken by the Roman army.8 The war was decided by two open-field battles, and
Byzantine rule was restored quickly, although complete pacification of the area
was only achieved in 548. Byzantine domination rested primarily on a series of
fortifications built near the former Roman cities as well as in the frontier regions.

In 535 the Italian campaigns against the Ostrogoths began. This was a
disastrous adventure that was to last for almost twenty years.9 The war was rather
restricted to the siege and conquest of fortified cities because both sides had
limited resources and men. The first siege was that of Naples, followed by that of
Rome, and ending with the conquest of Ravenna in 540. Afterwards, however,
Byzantine fortunes were reversed. The conflict was prolonged and ended in stale-
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mate. Rome, for example, was in its turn besieged by the Goths in 537–538,10

retaken and lost again in 546, recovered in 548, and lost again in 550. In this
period mention should also be made of the conquest of Ariminum (Rimini) by the
Byzantines and the siege and conquest of Mediolanum by the Goths. The Goths
were finally defeated in the battle of Tadinae (552), and the Franks-Alemanni at
the battle of Casilinus (554). The country, however, was completely devastated
and lay open to the Lombards, who stepped in and settled in North Italy.

In the second half of the 6th century the Avars and the Slavs ravaged the
northern frontiers of the empire, which tried to appease them by buying them off.
Even Thessaloniki was besieged in 597. When Emperor Maurice decided to con-
front the Avars and the Slavs, he achieved initial victories but was killed during an
internal mutiny that brought Phokas to the throne in 602. This act undid the
important successes that Maurice had accomplished in his eastern policy: there,
actively taking part in the internal politics of the Persian Empire, he had helped
Chosroes II reclaim his throne; the ensuing peace treaty between the two empires
restored to Byzantium strategic frontier territories.11

Following the murder of Maurice in 602, Chosroes invaded Byzantium under
the pretext of avenging Maurice’s death.12 The eastern provinces (Syria, Palestine,
Egypt) were overrun, Asia Minor was devastated, and finally the Persians reached
Chalcedon on the coast of Propontis, across the straits from Constantinople,
in 615. The unsuccessful siege of Constantinople in 626 by the combined forces
of Persians and Avars is considered as a major turning-point for the very survival
of the state; it also proved the efficiency of the defensive system of the capital,
which henceforth would be considered as ‘God-protected’. In fact, what has been
seen as the miraculous rescue of the city prompted a profound change in the
mentality of Byzantine society; henceforth the Virgin Mary was seen as the
protector of the city and the empire.

The fight-back against the Persians from 622 onwards was led by Emperor
Herakleios. His campaigns followed an ingenious strategy, since he decided not
to confront them in his own territory, but instead to take the war to the enemy,
attacking them from the Caucasus in the north. In 622 he defeated the Persians in
Armenia and advanced deep into Persian territory; this resulted in the Persian
army withdrawing quickly from Asia Minor. Finally, in 627, following a decisive
battle in the area of ancient Nineveh, Byzantium utterly defeated the Persian
Empire and reclaimed all its eastern territories.

The triumph, following this colossal war effort, was short-lived.13 The emer-
gence of Islam and the advances of the Arabs, a still little-understood event in
world history, found the empire at its weakest point, and brought to the surface a
series of internal instabilities and controversies in the eastern provinces. Muslim
penetration of Syria began in late 633 or early 634; despite Byzantine efforts,
the decisive battle of Yarmuk in 636 annihilated the last organized field force
Byzantium had at its disposal. After that, Herakleios ordered the evacuation of
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the affected provinces and a withdrawal to defensive positions. Eventually, the
Arabs were accepted as new rulers by local populations, making the Byzantine
recovery of Palestine and Syria impossible.14 Egypt was lost to the Arabs in
639–642 and the last attempt to recover it failed in 644–646. In 647 the Arabs
advanced westwards and occupied the North African provinces; at the same time
they raided Asia Minor as far as Cappadocia and captured Caesarea.15

Sources Relevant to Fortifications
The most important military manual of this period is the so-called Strategikon of
Maurice, attributed to the emperor of the same name (582–602) or one of his
generals.16 It includes information on the organization of the army and troop
manoeuvres, but it says little about fortifications.

There are two other authors of military manuals, whose works have long been
considered as 6th-century compilations of older sources.17 Ourbikios (a contem-
porary of Anastasios I) composed the Epitedeuma and Taktikon; the latter is an
abridged version of Arrian’s Taktika. Syrianos Magister (for whom an 8th- or
9th-century date is now accepted, see below) authored the manuals known as
On Strategy, Rhetorica Militaris, and Naumachia. The material for the first of them
was partially drawn from Aelian’s Taktika.

As for the information provided by the historians of this period, the works
of Prokopios,18 the official historian of the Justinianic court, including Wars,
Buildings, and Secret History, stand out and have provoked fierce debate as to their
reliability. Especially in Buildings, he recorded hundreds of fortifications which
the emperor founded or restored in every province of the state. Hence, for
instance, we know of the erection or re-establishment of the walls in cities like
Resafa (Sergioupolis), Zenobia, Daras, and Justiniana Prima (Caričin Grad),
birthplace of the emperor in Dardania (Illyricum).

Army Organization
The organization of the army during these centuries continued along the lines
set by Diocletian and Constantine I, with the basic division remaining between
the mobile field armies (comitatenses) and the frontier forces (limitanei).19 As
already mentioned, Gothic tribes served as limitanei for the greater part of the
5th century, while their neutralization in the second half of the century brought
about a decrease in their significance. In the 6th century the exarchates made their
appearance in Italy and Africa: these were large areas where the commanders
combined military and civil authority in order to effectively respond to constant
threats. These are seen as a prefiguration of the ‘themes’ system, which was to
come in later centuries.20

In contrast to previous periods and the Roman preponderance of heavily armed
infantry, the characteristic feature of the 5th- and 6th-century field army was
the growing importance of heavily armed cavalry.21 This development and new
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fighting techniques corresponded to the respective capabilities of the enemy they
had to confront. Cavalry equipped with long spears and protected by laminated
armour first saw use by the Sarmatians, Parthians and Sassanid Persians, before
being adopted by the Roman army. The introduction of the bow, a typical Hun
weapon (the northern enemy of the state during this period), led to a new kind of
fighter: the ‘composite’ or ‘compound’ horseman, who could fight with both
spear and bow.

Eventually the army was completely reorganized; horsemen took precedence,
in place of the heavily equipped infantry of earlier periods. This change is usually
attributed to the Justinianic period. The new horsemen were widely used in
Belisarios’s campaigns and later on by Maurice. Some scholars have even gone so
far as to propose that this innovation in the art of war gave Byzantium an advan-
tage against the Avars and Persians, and contributed to the Byzantine victories
during the late 6th and early 7th centuries. An important innovation of this
period (late 6th or 7th century) seems to have been the use of stirrups, almost
certainly adopted from the Turkic Avars.22

A protracted debate has taken place around the appearance and military use
of the traction-powered artillery piece, known usually as the traction trebuchet
(as opposed to the counterweight trebuchet introduced in the 11th and 12th
centuries).23 This was basically a beam pivoting around an axle powered by
handlers pulling ropes. Its use was first recorded in the late 6th century during the
Avar-Slav siege of Thessaloniki. The machine would obviously have been in use
earlier on, yet it remains unknown when and by whom it was introduced. During
or slightly before the 6th century, torsion-powered artillery (such as the onager)
gradually went out of use, while tension machines (large ballistae) were operated
continuously.24

In any case, the Byzantine army of this period was an effective, well-organized
body, whose main fighting unit was the ‘composite’ horseman fighting with both
spear and bow. He was supported by heavy and lightly armed infantry, along with
groups of allied forces. In times of peace, these army units would probably be
stationed in the fortifications of the great cities of the empire; in times of conflict
they would fight from the fortresses of each war zone. They were combined with
local guards and the limitanei along the borders, who served as the permanent
garrisons of frontier defences.

The temporary or permanent use of fortifications to counter enemy threats in
each period was especially true for linear fortifications (a type widely used in this
period), which required large and well-equipped forces. When Justinian with-
drew the professional forces from the Thermopylae walls and replaced them with
local militia (non-professional guards provided by the cities), he was accused by
Prokopios of weakening the defences, resulting in their collapse and raiding by
barbarians. However, Prokopios’s text shows that there existed locally organized
militias provided by the population which participated in the defence of their
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territory, although they would otherwise be hard (even impossible) to detect
based on surviving evidence.

Indeed, what is clear from the sources of this period is the (real or intended)
strict control and command exercised by the central authority in Constantinople.
Even though the emperor himself rarely fought (with the exception of Maurice
and Herakleios), he had to ensure that no general could become powerful enough
to challenge his status. In the same way, all the fortifications were – in theory –
constructed and commanded by the centre. Whether imperial authority sanc-
tioned local initiatives and fait accompli, or indeed fully controlled the war effort,
is in most cases hard to prove.

The same also goes for the logistics of war: through the sources we get the
impression of an ever-present emperor overseeing the recruitment, supply, and
armament of his fighting forces. In any case, it seems safe to assume that both food
supplies (through the institution of the Annona militaris) and armament (through
the construction of various fabricae) were provided by the state, through a system
whose origins date back to the 4th century.25 This obviously worked in a different
way in the various border territories, which were more easily managed and where
logistics could be covered by local sources (such as Egypt, Syria and Palestine).26

Yet it was remarkably sophisticated in other areas, for example in the case of the
complex network that provisioned the Danube garrisons and fortresses: victuals
from the in-kind taxes (Annona) owed by the producer provinces (Egypt, Syria,
South Asia Minor, etc.) had to be collected, stored, and transferred over long
distances.27 This system had far-reaching socioeconomic results for the internal
markets of the empire and archaeological evidence (shipwrecks, amphorae, etc.)
helps us reconstruct these networks of production and distribution.

When it came to recruitment, whether voluntary or compulsory, selective or
massive, it seems again that a variety of solutions were put forward depending on
the state’s needs at a given moment.28 It is through this process, fortuitous and
local, rather than controlled from a distant capital, that we should understand the
renewal of military skills brought to the army through the recruitment of warlike
people (even erstwhile enemies). Indeed the Byzantine army of this period was an
innovative force that allowed experimentation in tactics and strategy; the same is
partially true when we consider the fortifications this army manned.

Fortifications
From the 5th century onwards a large fortification programme seems to have been
put in place in the Balkans, although this view is not shared by all scholars.29

According to a decree bearing the signature of Emperor Theodosios II, all
cities should be fortified, and responsibility for the whole scheme was given to
the magister militum Herculius. Constantinople, Thessaloniki, Hexamilion,
Corinth, Sparta, Butrint, and Onchesmos (Saranda) are usually included in this
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programme, which may have continued into the next century, through the efforts
of Anastasios and Justinian (see below).

Two reasons are put forward for this massive endeavour. According to the first,
it was initiated after the shock given to the ancient world by Alaric’s sack of Rome
in 410, and its purpose was to secure the Balkans against similar raids. The
Gothic and Hunnic migrations and wars had a serious impact on the population
and the government, and fortifications were seen as a means of re-establishing
peace and security. The 5th-century Hunnic successes in besieging walled cities
showed that military works had to be strengthened, not only in the frontier zones
(as presumably was done in the 3rd and 4th centuries) but everywhere in the
Empire.30 The second reason for the fortification programme was the threat of an
attack, whether real or perceived, from the forces of the Western Roman State
wanting to integrate the Balkan peninsula into the Western Roman orbit.31

During this period existing fortifications in the eastern provinces were main-
tained in their original form, and only occasionally do we hear of any new build-
ing. The case of Amorium is representative: this fortification was attributed to an
imperial donation which aimed to enhance the city with public buildings rather
than protect it from attack.

At the end of the 5th century Emperor Anastasios is credited with a number of
new fortification programmes as part of his much-admired policy for protecting
the state. Some of them were intended to enhance the places where they were
carried out as well as improving their defences; for instance, the walls of Durrës
(Dyrrachion), his native town, were coupled with an imposing amphitheatre.
The erection of the Long Wall of Thrace was praised by all contemporaries as
a necessary protection for the immediate surroundings of the imperial capital.
Along the eastern borders with Persia, Anastasios embarked on a massive forti-
fication programme, erecting numerous new fortifications or repairing existing
ones (most, alas, known only from written sources), the most prominent among
them being Daras.32

Justinian is credited by Prokopios with the erection of countless fortifications
in all the provinces. Despite the debate about the patronage of these works, it
seems that Justinian actively pursued a strategy of fortification building as part of
his wider defensive policy, perhaps continuing in the footsteps of Anastasios.33

Were they part of a far-reaching strategy or simply a means to economize
forces? The fact remains that among surviving monuments, many can be ascribed
to this age, either in the Balkans (for example the restoration of Hexamilion) or
in the eastern provinces (Zenobia and Resafa). The most cohesive fortification
programme credited to Justinian remains the one implemented once the North
African province was reoccupied, which is well documented in surviving in situ
inscriptions. Some other defences appear to be unrelated to a wider fortification
strategy, such as the walls of the Sinai monastery and a number of smaller walled
settlements. This was especially evident in the Balkans, where the walls may have
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compensated for the lack of adequate garrisons.34 It seems Justinian was trying,
with the least possible effort, to avoid conflict on his northern frontier while he
was actively engaged on the eastern and western borders of the empire. His policy
of buying off the barbarian tribes, or turning them against each other, proved
on the whole unsuccessful. The various fortifications were unable to function
properly without garrisons, and Slavs and Huns raided all the way down to
Thermopylae and the Corinth isthmus.

One unusual feature of this period is that we have for the first time information
concerning architects (named as mgxanikoí in the sources) employed to design
fortifications.35 Chrysis of Alexandria built the walls and the city of Daras, while
the walls of Zenobia were restructured by two young architects, John of Con-
stantinople and Isidore the Younger. This was not perhaps the normal practice,
which explains why we have no similar evidence from earlier or later periods. The
buildings concerned should be considered as ‘extraordinary’ commissions, given
to people of elevated status and education in science and mathematics, who were
deemed able to meet the specific challenges these projects represented. In this
we can detect the pattern followed by Justinian in the case of Hagia Sophia,
Constantinople, where he employed Anthemios of Tralles and Isidore of Mileto.
For the bulk of the remaining monuments, however, anonymous, local master
builders and their workshops (known variously in the sources as ‘architectones’)
were commissioned but never recorded in surviving evidence.

Fortifications in the Balkans
In the Balkan provinces of the empire the surviving examples can be grouped
together into specific types that were used at the same time during the period.
The first group includes fortified cities. In the metropolitan city of Constan-
tinople this meant the replacement of the earlier smaller enclosure with a work of
epic proportions and sophistication that proved its effectiveness for almost ten
centuries. Larger fortifications replaced earlier walls in a number of other provin-
cial cities, such as Butrint, or were even built anew, as in Dyrrachion. However, in
the majority of the cities, new walls were usually built within the circumference
of the pre-existing walls. In other words, the Early Byzantine fortifications were
built in such a way as to cut off part of a Roman or classical wall, creating a
smaller fortified area.

The most logical interpretation is that the existing walls no longer fulfilled the
needs of the population, which had either outgrown the walls or – more often –
diminished. It could also be that there had been no change in the population and
the aim was to enable the city to resist impending raids with smaller military
forces; this would be easier to achieve if the population and the garrison defended
a considerably smaller enclosure.

The size of the circumference could also be related to the identity of the
defenders. If the sites were seats of large military contingents, perhaps sections of
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the comitatenses, then the necessary numbers were readily available to man exten-
sive walls. In the opposite case, fewer numbers of people would stand a better
chance of survival if defending a smaller perimeter. Indeed, the question should
be answered for each case separately, provided that archaeological research can
define the size of each settlement in relation to its walls (in most cases still a
desideratum).

The second form of fortification comprises the long walls. These are linear
fortifications of considerable length that reinforce natural obstacles by cutting off
a peninsula or a mountain pass, so as to create an obstacle to raiders or armies
who have neither the time nor the ability to effectively mount a siege or go
around the wall. It goes without saying that this category of fortifications is again
connected to the sort of enemies the state had to face, that is, those moving
overland and almost never threatening the safety of naval communications, which
remained firmly in the hands of the Byzantines. The long walls of this period can
be seen as a revival of the linear fortifications of Early Roman times. However,
Roman fortifications were very differently conceived. They were built across the
borders of the empire and their course took advantage – wherever possible – of
the terrain, rivers, high ground, etc. The goal was practical as well as symbolic.
The walls represented the physical boundary of the empire, continually manned
and serving as a meeting place between the inhabitants of the empire and the
barbarians beyond. Early Byzantine walls are always found within the imperial
territory, and their aim was to cut off the advance of the enemy. This does not
make them less monumental. Of all the monuments antiquity has bequeathed us,
the Long Wall of Thrace was the most impressive linear fortification of mainland
Europe, comparable only to Hadrian’s Wall in Britain. The continuous manning
of these walls, however, is questionable, and frankly illogical, since a wall such as
the one at Hexamilion was only rarely attacked in the course of the 5th century.
Left without garrisons, such walls could be easily overcome by raiding parties or
invading forces.

Finally, a number of small fortified settlements (forts, fortified hilltops, watch-
towers, island forts) are slowly being investigated archaeologically and docu-
mented (as in the areas of Epirus).36 Their interpretation always needs to take into
account regional requirements and the nature of the landscape: that is, those
factors that have influenced their construction and use at a particular moment.
Usually contemporary sources remain silent about these works, with the exception
of Prokopios, who recorded the numerous forts Justinian built along the northern
frontiers of the Danube river. As mentioned above, the emperor had instigated
a policy of confrontation and containment against his northern enemies, based
on numerous strongholds spread over the northern provinces. It is certain that,
although their builders cannot be identified, these sites constituted a vast category
of fortifications, one that will be further investigated in future.
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Of the Balkan cities whose walls have been attributed to this period, the most
important group includes the walls of Constantinople, along with a number of
civic centres in Thrace which were in the vicinity or in direct contact (through
the Via Egnatia or the sea) with the capital. As previously mentioned, many
researchers attribute the main phase of the walls of Thessaloniki to the early or
mid-5th century.

In Constantinople37 the earlier Constantinian walls, which enclosed the penin-
sula on which the city was built, were extended in the early 5th century in order to
incorporate a large area to the west. Significant effort was given to the mainland
side, where the walls stretch to a length of c.5.7km in a curvilinear line from the
Golden Horn to the Marmara Sea (see Plate 10); the original line between the
Tekfur Saray and Golden Horn was later altered and is now completely lost).
The sea walls on both sides of the peninsula, however, simply continued the line
of the Severian and Constantinian walls, and were a relatively weak curtain,
regulated by rectangular towers; small parts of those earlier walls survive.

The Theodosian land walls are composed of three integral parts: an inner
(main) wall, an outer wall and a moat (see Plate 11). The broad moat was pro-
tected on the city side by a low parapet with crenellations. Behind this parapet lay
the first line of defence, in front of the outer wall. The outer wall with its towers
protected the second line of defence, an area known as the precinct (Períboloz),
with a width of c.15–20m. Behind it lay the main wall with its massive towers.
The whole defensive zone had a width that varied between 27 and 55m.

This defensive system survives in full only in a few stretches, and on closer
inspection it seems that its history was much more complicated and perhaps less
systematic than was first thought. For example, the moat probably did not cover

Plate 10. Constantinople. View of the land walls. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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the complete length of the walls – it may not have been built as part of the
original plan – and whether it was a water or dry moat is still uncertain. Similar
questions exist for some parts of the outer and inner walls, which were in any case
extensively rebuilt in later periods. There are also parts that were rebuilt for no
apparent reason (such as the part known as Sigma), or simply disappeared (such as
the whole north section).

In any case, in its preserved part the main wall (méca teíxoz) was 5m thick and
12m high. It had a single platform to fire from at the battlement level, with its
crenels reaching c.2m high (few if any of the original crenels have survived). The
intervals between towers were c.70–75m. There were ninety-six towers, of which
seventy-six were rectangular and twenty polygonal (almost all were repaired,
replaced, or added in later periods). The towers were not structurally bonded to
the wall and they stood 18–23m high. They had two vaulted storeys above
ground, with no communication between them. They offered three lines of fire,
with arrow slits (first storey), openings for ballistae (second storey), and a crenel-
lated terrace fit for catapults (third storey).

The outer wall (éjv ǵ mikrón teíxoz) was 2.20m wide and 8m high, and had
ninety-six alternately rectangular and semicircular (U-shaped) towers (again
largely rebuilt). They were 15m high and 5m wide. They had two inner levels,
a vaulted room with arrow slits and a roof with battlements above. Each of these
towers was placed midway between two towers in the main wall, in order to
maximize the flanking fire from the two lines of walls. The outer wall had two
lines of defence: the lower had a series of blind arches, each with an embrasure for
bows or hand-ballistae (largely altered in later centuries). The arches supported a
wall-walk with battlements for the second line of defence. The outer wall was
rather slender (0.50–1.15m.) and relatively weak.

The land walls were pierced by seven large gates and four smaller ones, while
a large number of posterns opened at the sides of the towers (of both inner and
outer walls); the latter enabled surprise attacks by the defenders against the
besiegers. The main gates were always set between two towers and were com-
bined with respective gates at the outer wall. The most monumental structure
was the Golden Gate (Xrusǵ Púlg) with two rectangular towers protecting a
triple-arched gateway (see Plate 12). The whole façade was covered with ashlar
marble blocks, and sculptures decorated the roofs above the gate, which boasted
gold-plated doors.

With the exception of certain key points, such as the Golden Gate, the land
walls are almost uniformly constructed with a masonry of alternating layers
of five courses of brick (extending through the thickness) and several courses of
ashlar (a façade over a packed rubble core).

The sea wall across the Golden Horn has an equally complicated history, since
it was an extension of pre-existing Constantinian and Severian fortifications, and
at the same time was linked to isolated enclosures whose purpose and history are
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difficult to decipher, such as the walls surrounding the area of Petrion (Fener),
and the suburb of Blachernae (Ayvanserayi). The Golden Horn wall seems to
have been a rectilinear curtain regulated by rectangular towers. Its height was
c.10m and its length was c.5km. It had 110 towers; only two of its gates survive.

The seaside wall of the south coast of the city (the Sea of Marmara) is preserved
to a larger extent. It had a total length of 8.5km and in its course it included the
enclosure protecting the port of Agios Eleutherios (Yenikapı, with a perimeter
measuring 1.1km). From the Marmara wall thirty-six main or secondary gates are
preserved wholly or partly, together with 103 towers and tower projections.
Originally it had 188 towers, many of which were rebuilt and repaired countless
times over the centuries.

As for the date and history of the Constantinople walls, the current belief is
that the land walls were probably conceptualized at the end of the 4th century
(during the reign of Theodosios I, when the Golden Gate could have been inde-
pendently built as a triumphal arch), construction started towards the end of
Arkadios’s reign (r. 383–408) and finished c.422 during the reign of Theodosios II
(402–450). In 439 Theodosios II ordered the construction of the sea walls of the
Golden Horn and the Marmara; responsibility for the scheme lay with Kyros
Panopolitis, who was at the time the praetorian prefect. Throughout the 5th and
6th centuries there were numerous mentions of collapse and rebuilding due to
earthquakes, for example in 447, 554, and 557. The fifty-seven towers destroyed
in the earthquakes of 447 were rebuilt under the command of Constantinos,
another praetorian prefect.

Very close to Constantinople lay the coastal city of Herakleia Perinthos
(Marmara Ereğlisi, Turkey),38 the main centre of the province of Europe during
Late Antiquity. Parts of the walls that once surrounded the lower city are still

Plate 12. Constantinople. The Golden Gate. (Source: Koç University – GABAM Archive)
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Plate 13. Herakleia Perinthos (Marmara Ereğlisi). Lower city walls next to the basilica.
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preserved in good condition (see Plate 13). They are built with bands of bricks
alternating with stones (the façades partly covered with ashlar blocks). Large
U-shaped and pentagonal towers reinforce the curtain. The walls and towers are
bonded together and belong to a single construction phase. The upper city walls
were built with all-brick masonry. Two solid pentagonal towers were located
60m apart.

Four brickstamps from the lower city walls date them to the early 5th century,
perhaps as part of the imperial policy of securing the route towards the capital.
The upper city towers were probably of late 5th/early 6th-century construction.

On the Black Sea coastline of Thrace one of the most important naval stations
was Mesembria (Nessebar, Bulgaria).39 It occupied a promontory and so was a
highly defensible position from the mainland. The site was surrounded by walls
during the classical period, but they were extensively restructured in the middle
to late 5th century. They were built following the opus mixtum, alternating bands
of bricks and stones. On the side opposite the land, where the main (west) gate
was situated, the walls were built on a double line (with main and outer walls),
strengthened by rectangular and semicircular towers. The gateway was flanked
by pentagonal towers, and consisted of a portcullis and a double-leaf gate. The
construction of the walls is usually attributed to Emperor Anastasios.

Along the Via Egnatia, a couple of fortifications in Western Thrace (such as
Komotini and Drama, Greece40), from which few parts are currently remaining,
have been identified as military forts or small settlements, built perhaps in the
early 5th century. The city of Philippoi (Greece),41 on the other hand, was a
major station along the Via Egnatia. The earlier Hellenistic city drew its pros-
perity from its pivotal position between Thessaloniki and Constantinople. The
antique city walls followed an irregular layout, encircling an inner grid plan with
streets connecting the wall gates. In this period the ancient Hellenistic wall was
reconstructed and doubled with the addition of an outer wall. The latter was a
simple curtain with no visible towers (at least in its preserved parts). It is assumed
that it covered only the southern, more vulnerable, part of the enclosure. Due to
extensive spoliation, there is little left standing; it was probably built with alter-
nating bands of bricks and stones, using spolia in its construction. As to its date, it
is usually attributed to the 5th or 6th century.

Among the fortified sites of the central Balkans attributed to this period (such as
Golemo Gladište, North Macedonia)42 extensive research has taken place in the
newly founded city of Justiniana Prima (Caričin Grad, Serbia, see Plate 14),43 the
birthplace of Justinian. The city was formed of three interconnected walled
sections (citadel, upper and lower town) covering the long and narrow shoulder
of a plateau. The roughly circular citadel occupied the summit of the hill and
protected the cathedral and episcopal palace; it was in fact a fortress within the
fortress, protecting its occupants not only from exterior enemies, but perhaps
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Plate 14. Justiniana Prima (Caričin Grad). Plan of the settlement. (Source: Vujadin Ivanišević)
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also from the town population. The citadel was surrounded by the upper town,
whose main section lay to the east and southeast, housing a number of admin-
istrative buildings. The lower town included a residential area, a bath-house
and churches. The building sequence of these three entities is still contested,
although they were all probably constructed within a restricted time frame.
Three monumental city gates regulated traffic between the enclosures and
opened to colonnaded streets. The main eastern gate was situated within a
concave façade wall, flanked by a pair of projecting square towers. The south gate
was flanked by pentagonal towers. By 535 Justinian had made the city the capital
of an archbishopric and seat of a praetorian prefect. It continued to grow after the
age of Justinian until it was overrun by invading Avars and Slavs in the early
7th century, and was abandoned.

A number of cities on the western Balkan littoral (situated in the Epirus Vetus
and Nova provinces, in modern Greece and Albania), from north to south
Dyrrachion, Onchesmos, Butrint, and Nikopolis, acquired enclosures during this
period, each of them usually connected to an imperial initiative.

Dyrrachion (Durrës, Albania)44 is located in one of the most important
harbours along the Western Balkan littoral and served as the gateway to Italy
along the Via Egnatia. The new walls surrounded a smaller part of the city than
the older Roman walls, but their design and construction were most impressive
(see Plate 15). They were strengthened with rectangular, circular and pentagonal
towers. Their masonry was solid brick, which makes them stand out as excep-
tional, high-quality, work. Ćurčić attributed this either to the availability of

Plate 15. Dyrrachion (Durrës). View of the walls. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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bricks from the older Roman walls or to the strategic importance of the city in the
communication networks of the empire. The new walls were sponsored by
Anastasios, who was a native of the city.

The seaside city of Onchesmos (Saranda, Albania),45 another Hellenistic
settlement, saw extensive additions during the Late Roman period, among them
a fortification wall which defended only a portion of the city (a perimeter of
c.850m). The walls followed the general layout of a pentagon. They were
strengthened with circular, rectangular and pentagonal (prow-shaped) towers, set
at regular intervals (26–27m apart). The remains of staircases led to a battle-
mented walkway. The north side was protected by an outer wall, which is docu-
mented in old photographs. The presence of a moat has been suggested. The
surviving parts of this fortification, with a thickness of 2–2.50m, are built with a
mortared rubble core and façades made of roughly hewn limestone blocks set in
courses.

The wall has been attributed to the period of Emperor Anastasios (491–518).
A destruction layer has been located in monuments (such as the city’s basilica) as
well as in some of the towers; it is dated to the time of Justin II (565–578) based
on numismatic evidence. The excavator connected the city’s destruction with a
Slavic raid in 586–587. Afterwards, the city declined.

Butrint (Albania)46 occupies a small peninsula formed by the Vivari channel,
situated in the straits of Corfu. The citadel is at the highest point on the peninsula
and the city occupied the area running down to the channel. During this period
the whole settlement was fortified and only the far side of the channel was left
outside the walls. The walls contained an area of 16ha, much larger than the older
fortification of the 4th century BC which surrounded the citadel hill and a part of
the hillside.

The walls were constructed entirely with rubble masonry, with no distinction
between core and façade. In their course they have integrated older structures,
which is evident in the southwest side by the Vivari channel, where a building of
the 1st or 2nd century AD was used as part of the wall. In the wall to the west
of the Channel Basilica is the sea gate, built upon a pre-existing street which
entered the city from a strong Hellenistic gate that survived in the older precinct.
Much of the Early Byzantine wall has been destroyed in the course of later
building.

It seems that large sections of the old citadel walls were rebuilt or repaired.
The gates of the old precinct were maintained, though repaired, which means
there was a degree of continuity in the city’s road system. The Lion Gate, where
an ancient sculpture was reused to create a much smaller doorway, belongs to this
period (see Plate 16).

The walls were erected in the 5th century, perhaps in the third quarter.
Excavation proved that the walls on the channel side were dated to the late 5th or
early 6th century, probably in the reign of Anastasios or Justinian. At the same
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period a series of large-scale monuments were erected in Butrint (the basilica at
the channel, the baptistery, the triconch palace, etc.), which shows the impor-
tance and prosperity of the city during this period.

The Early Byzantine walls of Nikopolis (Greece),47 which was at the time the
capital of the Epirus Vetus province, are among the best preserved in the Balkans
(see Plate 17). They enclosed a smaller space than the pre-existing Roman walls,
cutting off the northeast section and reducing the protected area to around one-
sixth of the earlier one. Sections of the north and east sides of the Roman walls of
Augustus continued to be used. In its new form the enclosure took the form of an
irregular trapezoid, with the newly constructed west and south sides following
the main north–south (cardo) and east–west (decumanus) streets of the earlier
urban grid.

The Early Byzantine wall, strengthened by around thirty-five projecting
towers, is built with a core of rubble masonry and a façade of roughly hewn
stones. Interpolated horizontal bands of bricks run through the thickness of the
wall. Its foundations used older architectural material, often in superimposed
courses. Pre-existing ashlar blocks were placed in structurally sensitive points,
like the pillars, the jambs, and the bases or the angles of towers.

The walls are preserved to a maximum height of 10m. They had a single line of
firing positions at their upper end, and the staircases built against their inner side
are currently preserved to a height of c.7m. Inside the south wall a series of blind
arches supported the wall-walk.

Plate 16. Butrint. The Lion Gate. (Photo: author)
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The towers have various plans: rectangular, semicircular (mainly at the angles
of the enclosure), pentagonal, and U-shaped (flanking the gates), spaced at
intervals of 26m (west side) or 33m (south side). They have space for four lines
of fire, including the roof at the top, with arrow slits on the lower floors and
openings for ballistae on the upper ones. The main gate of the west side (known
as ‘arapoporta’, literally the ‘Arab gate’) was a simple arched opening, made of
tiles and flanked by two U-shaped towers.

The only indication for the date of the Nikopolis walls is the reuse of a
Theodosian capital in one of the towers. This may imply that the walls were built
sometime after the mid-5th century. Most researchers believe they were built in
reaction to a raid by the Vandals of Giserichos in 474, attributing the walls to the
period of Emperor Zeno (474–491). A second theory favours a slightly earlier
date between 450 and 475, assigning them to a wider defensive programme in the
province that included the fortifications of Butrint and Onchesmos. According to
Prokopios, Justinian renewed the walls in 540, although these repairs cannot be
identified with certainty. The city was again plundered by the Ostrogoths of
Totila in 551.

Another group of cities in the south Balkan peninsula also received extensive
enclosures or reinforcement during this period. A number of such works on the
Valerian wall of Athens have been dated to the period of Justinian.48 Gregory,

Plate 17. Nikopolis. View of the walls. (Photo: Konstantina Gerolymou)
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on the other hand, has attributed many enclosures located at the quasi-island of
the Peloponnese (such as Corinth, Epidauros Limera, Sparta, and the linear wall
of Hexamilion – see below) to the imperial building programme of the early
5th century under Theodosios II.

The city of Corinth (Greece)49 retained during this period its strategic and
commercial significance due to its two harbours on the two sides of the isthmus
(Kenchreai and Lechaion). The new wall of this period has been archaeologically
traced along almost its entire course around the city. Though smaller than the
huge classical precinct, it encompassed the central area of the ancient city,
including the agora. In fact, it only enclosed a third of the original city. Some
districts, and Acrocorinth, which functioned as a separate citadel and refuge, were
left outside. In one of the excavation trenches Gregory discovered the founda-
tions of a triangular tower or projection (similar to the ones at Thessaloniki, see
above). The wall was built with spoliated blocks on the façades, and a rubble core
including various reused stone fragments. The fortification was built in the early
5th century, after the destruction of the city by the Visigoths of Alaric in 396, as
part of a wider plan to restore the city.

Acrocorinth50 occupies a large limestone outcrop, naturally fortified and situ-
ated at a strategic point guarding the sole natural passageway to the whole
Peloponnese. It has a single access from the west, which today is cut off by a moat
and a triple line of walls of various dates. Outer walls protected the more
vulnerable parts of the enclosure. The earlier walls (dated from the 7th until
the 4th/3rd centuries BC) are discernible from their different masonry and were
incorporated into the later structures. Two parts of the walls were attributed to
this period: the first is a section of the north perimeter where pre-existing blocks
have been carefully reused, and the second is a short section of the south side built
with alternating bands of stones and bricks. Within the enclosure a large, long
and narrow, brick-vaulted cistern has been loosely dated to this period (4th to
7th century).

The castle at Patras (Patra, Greece)51 has been in continuous use and was
often rebuilt down to the 19th century. It occupied the site of the ancient citadel
on a low hill, 500m above sea level. It consists of a triangular enclosure (with a
perimeter of c.650m), regulated by towers and protected by a deep moat. There is
a later, inner ward dating from the 13th century. This occupies the northeast
corner and is cut off from the rest of the fortification by its own moat. The walls
of this period are preserved along the whole north side of the enclosure, and in
multiple sections on the south and the east. They are 3.15 to 3.80m thick, and
their façade is made of marble and porous blocks, column drums and other reused
architectural fragments from ancient buildings. The interior face was built with
smaller stones and bricks over a core of mortared rubble. Whole columns were
set transversally in the masonry as binding beams, following the emplekton/
émplekton (header-and-stretcher) system already described by Vitruvius.
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The fortification was probably constructed in the second half of the 6th century,
after the deadly earthquake of 551 which struck the city and ruined the ancient
walls. It proved its importance in the following centuries on a number of occa-
sions. For example, in 805 Slavs together with Arab pirates attacked but unsuc-
cessfully, an event attributed to the patron of the city, St Andrew.

In this period, the citadel of Sparta (Greece)52 was fortified, while the city itself
and its ancient agora remained without walls. The walled area became the centre
of activity of the area. The masonry consists of well-cut stone blocks on the
façade, many of which were pieces of spolia. The core was rubble. Many blocks
were set traverse to the wall so as to connect the front with the core. A well-
maintained part of the east side is preserved to a height of 5m. The blocks there
are set in a decorative style in an effort to recreate a Doric frieze. The walls
incorporate the ruins of many nearby buildings, for instance the theatre, which
was used as a bastion at the southwest corner. The enclosure was dated to the
early 5th century and must have been built shortly after Alaric’s raid.

One of the most interesting features in the Balkans, as mentioned above, was the
erection of a series of linear fortifications (‘long walls’) which were designed to
block invading or raiding armies, often taking advantage of inaccessible geo-
graphic formations (Corinth isthmus, Thermopylae pass, Mt Haemus, and the
Dobrudja estuary, for example). They were all situated on the eastern side of
the Balkan peninsula, which was naturally accessible, and extended over the
whole region from the Peloponnese in the south to the Danube in the north.

Hexamilion at Corinth (Greece)53 was a linear fortification that stretched
from the Corinthian to the Saronic Gulf (the Corinth isthmus), a length of
c.7.5km, cutting off the Peloponnese from central Greece (see Plate 18). In its
course it exploited the terrain in order to make it easier to defend. The walls did
not run straight but followed the landscape. At the east and west ends the wall
met hills above the sea and overlooked the ground from which attacks might
come. Where possible the wall was built on hills or higher ground but in general
it took the shortest route across the isthmus.

The defence comprised three parts: the moat, the wall with its towers, and the
fort at Isthmia. Early researchers thought that an outer wall had been built
behind the moat, but this has not been confirmed by later studies. Near the
northeast gate of the fort the moat was excavated and it was shown to belong to
the original construction period. Along the wall, its presence was confirmed only
in some sections, usually where the ground was flat and the wall protected by
towers. The moat was dug into the bedrock and the material taken out of the
moat was used for the construction of the wall. It was probably 8–10m wide.

The walls of Hexamilion and the Isthmia fort are both constructed with
façades of large well-cut blocks, while the core is rubble with especially hard lime
mortar. Some blocks, usually column sherds, were set as headers, so as to bond
the façade to the core (header-and-stretcher system). Foundations were relatively
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shallow, comprising a ditch cut in bedrock or soil, in which a layer of mortar was
set. The wall was built in horizontal layers, and this is obvious in the core
masonry, where each layer can be clearly seen. The core was not formed by stone
rubble thrown in the gap between the façades; rather, the stones were laid in
layers and then filled in with mortar. The façades were made of rectangular
stones cut from the local Corinthian sandstone. The dimensions of the stones
varied between 1.2 and 1.6m in length and 0.4 to 0.7m in height. Broken pieces of
brick and lime mortar filled the voids. Layers of bricks were not used in any part
of the original structure; where bricks have been found they must date from later
repairs, probably carried out during the time of Justinian.

A feature of Hexamilion is the use of spolia from the nearby sanctuary of
Poseidon and other ancient buildings in the area. This was for both practical and
aesthetic reasons. It is also interesting to note the incorporation of pre-existing
walls, for instance in the Roman baths at Isthmia, where the north wall was
reinforced and used as the Hexamilion wall.

Archaeological research identified a total of sixty-eight towers; a few more may
have been destroyed or have not yet been located. All were rectangular, with the
exception of the towers at the gates of the fort. Those at the southeast gate were
semicircular, while the ones at the south gate were externally octagonal. Usually
the towers did not have an entrance at ground level and access was at first-floor
level from the adjoining wall-walk. Most towers would have had a flat roof sup-
ported on a first-floor vaulted ceiling as platforms for ballistic machines. Towers
were regularly constructed at relatively close distances (40–50m) in places where

Plate 18. Hexamilion. The Byzantine forttress, view of the northeast gate. (Photo: N. Kardulias)
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they were most vulnerable to attack. Many towers were not structurally bonded
to the adjoining wall.

According to Prokopios, a series of forts reinforced the Hexamilion. The only
one preserved is that of Isthmia. The aim was double: on the one hand to house
the guards and on the other to serve as a meeting point and refuge for the
defenders. The Isthmia fort is of irregular shape, with a length of 210m (north–
south) and a width of 100–200m (east–west). The walls followed the fluctuations
of the ground. A gate opened at the northeast side, and its towers functioned as
observation posts looking out towards the area to the north. The fort covers an
area of c.27ha and reflects the size of the garrison that camped within. Gregory
estimated the manpower of the Isthmia fort at around 2, 000, some staying in the
fort, others living in Corinth or Acrocorinth.

Hexamilion was built in a single construction period in the time of Emperor
Theodosios II. Its construction was supervised by Herculius (408–412), the
praetorian prefect for Illyricum. It was abandoned in the mid-5th century, and
afterwards the walls and towers functioned as residences, as shown by the female
burials discovered there. The earthquakes of 522 and 551 probably reduced
the defensive capability of the line. During Justinian’s reign in 548–560 repairs
were made, mainly at the northeast gate of the fort. According to the surviving
tabula ansata inscription, Victorinus, probably the praetorian prefect of Illyricum,
supervised the works. The goal was to reinforce the fortifications so that they
could be defended by fewer soldiers. At the end of 6th and until the mid-
7th century Hexamilion continued to be inhabited, but it is not known whether
the inhabitants were soldiers or civilians, and they may have stayed there sporadi-
cally. Slavic ceramics were found in four places during the excavation.

To the north of Hexamilion, at the famous site of Thermopylae, there was
another linear barrier, known as the Dhema Pass (Greece),54 guarding the
Oite-Kallidromos passage and securing the whole of central Greece. The forti-
fication complex was constructed to exploit the naturally defensive characteristics
of the pass and included two separate barrier walls at a distance of c.150m apart,
a walled garrison stronghold, two (probable) signal or watch towers, and a
massively constructed main portal or gateway (conjectural). All the buildings
were made of mortared rubble using irregularly shaped stones, while pre-existing
masonry was reintegrated into the Byzantine structure. The stronghold was
roughly circular, covering c.0.5ha. One watchtower is circular, and the other is
rectangular. The original portal was destroyed; it has been replaced by a wall with
crenelles and a walkway covering a narrow gateway.

Based on C14 dating samples, two major construction periods have been sug-
gested: the first in the second half of the 4th century and the second in the first
half of the 5th century. It seems that both phases used the same construction
techniques. Cherf considered the Dhema Pass as part of a local system of
mountain fortifications which defended the southern tip of the Balkan peninsula.
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He considered the 5th-century phase to be contemporary with the Hexamilion
and the Walls of Constantinople. During the 6th century the Dhema Pass was
described by Prokopios in the ‘Hunnic’ invasion of 539. The walls were valiantly
defended, yet overcome. Afterwards Justinian ordered that a permanent garrison
of 2,000 professional soldiers should be stationed there, replacing the limitanei
of old.

Another linear wall was situated on the northern end of the Kassandra penin-
sula (Greece),55 cutting off access to the western ‘foot’ of the Chalkidiki. The wall
extended for c.1.2km and was intended to block the narrowest entrance to the
peninsula from the north. There was a gateway at its centre. Only small parts of it
are currently visible. According to Prokopios, Justinian rebuilt the wall after the
destruction of the nearby city of Kassandreia by the Huns in 540.

The most monumental of these works was undoubtedly the Long or
Anastasian Wall of Thrace (Turkey),56 which lay at a distance of 65km to the
west of Constantinople and stretched in a curvilinear formation from the
Marmara to the Black Sea (see Plate 19). Its original length was c.45km; today less
than half of it remains. It took advantage of the natural topography of the ground,
and it followed the shortest route that made sense from a defensive point of view.

Research has been conducted on the central part of the wall, to the north and
south of the modern junction of Dervis, Kapı. This stretch is 3km long and has
eighteen towers and one small fort. To a lesser extent the surviving northern
section, as far as the Black Sea, has also been recorded. The defences had the

Plate 19. The Long Wall of Thrace. Detail of the walls. (Photo: James Crow)
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following parts: a moat, the linear wall strengthened with towers, and a system of
rectangular forts placed along the wall.

In Dervis, Kapı, in front of the wall, there were well-preserved traces of a
V-shaped moat that made use of a pre-existing quarry. It had a width of 11.13m
and was placed 30m west of the wall; it is presently preserved to a depth of 2.5m.
In the north parts of the wall, where the location was more naturally defensible,
there was no moat.

As for the wall itself, in the part close to Dervis, Kapı the masonry is made with
a façade of (roughly) rectangular ashlar calcareous blocks with a rather hard lime
mortar used as the binding material. The core is rubble, and bricks were used
only for arches and vaults. The towers were pentagonal/prow-shaped, semi-
circular, rectangular or polygonal. The form and distance of the towers varied
greatly according to location. In the more vulnerable parts the towers were closer
together, as in the south part of the wall, since the main access from the west was
through the south side of the peninsula and the Via Egnatia. The thick vegetation
and the rough terrain to the north prohibited the movement of large armies.

The most impressive towers are pentagonal, projecting almost 11.5m from the
wall. Smaller rectangular towers often come in between them, projecting a mere
2m from the wall; these seem to have been an exclusive feature of this wall.
Perhaps in the interior they housed double staircases for climbing to the wall-
walk, allowing access to the walls and towers.

The distance between the towers varies from 80 to 120m, with the minimum
being 60m and the maximum 150. Observations of this part of the wall suggest
that originally there were at least 340 towers for the whole 56km length of the
wall. The larger towers were probably intended to house catapults and would end
up with a battlemented terrace; two interesting aspects of the towers are the
triangular stones from the battlements and the complete absence of tiles.

In some parts the wall stands to a height of 5m, while in its northern part, as far
as the Black Sea, it is often preserved to a height of c.3m. It is estimated that the
original height was more than 10m, with a width of c.3.3–3.5m. One section of
the wall, to the north of Dervis, Kapı, had blind arches on the inner side that
probably supported the wall-walk. In this section the width of the wall is smaller,
1.6–1.8m, reaching a total of 3.10m with the arches. The arches are 3.15m across,
and their original height would have been c.4.4m. It is possible that there was
originally a double series of arches set one above the other, but the upper ones
were destroyed, together with the adjoining wall. The total wall height to the
wall-walk is calculated to be more than 10m.

As for the forts that would house the guards, in the part from the Black Sea
down to the south of Dervis, Kapı a total of six forts were recorded, set at
distances of c.3.5km apart. All the forts were built on the inner side of the wall.
They were rectangular and had facing gates on opposite sides. The use of blind
arches on the inner ground level is also attested in the forts.
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Two theories have been proposed concerning the date and builders of the
Long Wall: according to the first, the walls were built by Anastasios (Croke). The
second theory suggests that the walls were built during the 5th century, perhaps
after 447 and before 469, and that they were damaged by an earthquake in 478,
then repaired by Anastasios in the period between 495 and 505 (Whitby). The
first view, supported by Crow and Ricci on grounds of structural analogies to
Anastasios’s eastern fortifications, is presently accepted by most scholars. The
wall was often attacked in the 6th century, sometimes successfully and sometimes
not (as in 540 and 558–559). After the raid of the Koutrigurs in 558–559,
Justinian rebuilt the parts of the wall that had fallen in previous years because of
earthquakes. In 626 the walls failed to withstand the Avar army that besieged
Constantinople.

Recent fieldwork in northeastern Bulgaria has detected the linear wall known
as the Haemus Gates (Bulgaria).57 This wall stretched along the easternmost
ridge of the Balkan Mountains (Stara Planina), up to the Black Sea, with a total
length of 41km. The fortification comprised both linear barriers and forts. The
Harmana Fort excavation revealed that it had an octagonal plan with circular and
pentagonal towers, and coin evidence supports a 5th-century construction date.

An immense linear fortification has been located in the area of Dobrudja
(Romania),58 at the mouth of the Danube, in the northeastern corner of the
Balkans. It covered a distance of 59km and replaced a much older earthwork,
probably a Roman structure from the 2nd century AD. The Dobrudja wall, with a
width of 1.5–1.8m, was reinforced by twenty-four small forts, set at intervals of
1 to 4km. It was built entirely of stone, closely resembling both the Long Wall of
Thrace and the initial phase of the Hexamilion. It has been attributed, though not
on solid proof, to Emperor Anastasios, and was perhaps built at the end of the
5th century.

Fortifications in the Eastern Provinces
The fortifications of the eastern provinces of the Early Byzantine Empire have
been studied, essentially, as a continuation of an unaltered Roman defensive
policy: one that regarded the frontiers as an imaginary line and a series of forti-
fied legionary camps and smaller forts connected by a dense road system, intended
to withstand any enemy attack (an idea similar to the linear fortifications in
Germany, Dacia, Africa or Britain).59 As a result, many researchers focus in par-
ticular on border defences, where extensive remains are preserved.

However, as mentioned above, the organization of the defensive system
changed radically after the crisis of the mid-3rd century. It was replaced with a
defence-in-depth strategy, and all the major centres of the empire were either
already starting to construct, or were in the process of planning, impressive
enclosures. The practice and, indeed, the ideology of the walled city was main-
tained and further expanded until the end of the Early Byzantine Empire. Even
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when the central government created, ex nihilo, another military outpost, as in the
case of Daras in Mesopotamia, this was regarded as the creation of a new walled
city, one that was bestowed with all the institutions and foundations of a Late
Antique civitas.

As far as their shape is concerned, we always see a tendency towards logical and
geometric forms, and two eastern fortifications are particularly interesting in that
respect: Zenobia has a triangular plan, with one side built against a natural border
(the Euphrates river), while the top of the triangle corresponds to the nearby hill.
At Daras the same idea is followed, only doubled, since the river that crosses the
city serves as the common side of two opposite triangles, whose tops occupy
nearby high ground. A rectangular plan can be found in Resafa, while many other
cities preserve their fortification plans from earlier Roman forts – the classic
‘playing card’ shape.

Finally, there is a testimony about the construction of a linear fortification in
the furthest northeastern frontier of the empire, in Abkhazia (in the Caucasus)
near Sebastopol. It is attributed to Justinian, yet there is hardly any evidence or
published material on the subject.

Of the cities at the empire’s frontier zone that were constructed/fortified
during this period, three enclosures (Daras, Zenobia and Resafa) have been
extensively preserved, while others (for example, Theodosiopolis) preserve some
fragments of their walls.

The fortification of Daras-Anastasioupolis (Dara Köyü, Oğuz, Turkey)60

extends along an area of three hills, divided in the middle by a river, today reduced
to a stream known as the Dara Çay. The walls form an irregular rectangle that
follows the contour of the natural relief, with general dimensions of approxi-
mately 1,0006600m (see Plate 20).

At the northeast part (the best preserved), it is evident that the walls consisted
of the following elements: (a) a broad moat, cut from the bedrock with vertical
sides, c.40m. in front of the main wall; (b) a low outer wall, built with large, well-
cut blocks, preserved to c.3m height, which was also the level of the wall-walk. Its
course follows that of the main wall, at a distance of 10m from it; and (c) the main
wall, which had a width of c.3m and is presently preserved to a height of 10m.
The core is rubble, and the façade is constructed of well-cut ashlar blocks that
bond to the core with vertical rows of headers. At the southwest part of the fort,
the wall was founded on solid rock that had been carved on its outer side to
increase the external height of the wall by c.4m and to make mining impossible.

The wall is protected by large, U-shaped towers that are c.50m apart; all the
gates also open between twin towers. The towers are solid at ground level, with a
circular room on the first floor, and five arched openings towards the exterior of
the walls. The ceiling of the first floor was built with a domical vault, so that large
ballistic machines could be housed on the (now extinct) second floor. Between
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each pair of towers there are usually two rectangular turrets, like solid external
buttresses. The distance between tower and turret is c.20m.

Of special interest were the points where the river entered and exited the
settlement through the wall: semicircular openings were formed at the base of the
walls between two large towers. At the south entrance traces of the iron bars that
would have closed the opening are preserved, both at the main and the outer walls.

Until the early 20th century the main wall at the area of the southern river
entrance was preserved up to the crenels, reaching a height of c.18m. Above the
present wall-walk (at a height of c.10m) there was a series of arched openings
that ended in arrow slits on the external side. The wall continued above, where
there should have been one more line of defence, although its details are not
visible. In this (south) part of the walls Whitby identified a second outer wall –
some sort of barbican outside the settlement. He believed that between the two
outer walls lay a water moat – a small lake in the form of crescent – which is
described by Prokopios as created by Justinian in the 540s. Prokopios also
mentions that, in case of siege, there was a system of water management for the
river, so that the water did not go out from the south walls but instead turned
towards an underground cave within the city; in this way, the enemy had no
access to water sources.

Researchers have discerned at least six building phases, which they have identi-
fied with the help of historic sources; however, these are not unanimously
accepted. In any case, the fort was built originally in 505–507 by Anastasios as the
remotest base of the Byzantine army, to the east of Amida and Constantina, and

Plate 20. Daras (Oğuz). View of the walls. (Photo: Bilge Ar)



byzantine fortications - Press

the layout and the largest part of the preserved walls have been dated to this
period. It was twice besieged by the Persians (530, 540). According to Prokopios,
repairs and reinforcement (increasing the height, external redressing, etc.) were
made during the reign of Justinian. More repairs were recorded in the reign
of Justin II (565–578), when Daras was the symbol of Roman rule in the East.
The city was occupied by the Persians, after a fierce siege that included seven days
of fighting in the city’s streets and resulted in the slaughter of all the inhabitants.
It was returned in 591 to Byzantium, but in 606 it was besieged again by the
Persians for 18 months; they conquered it, and the walls were destroyed.
Herakleios recaptured it in the 620s, before it was ultimately lost to the
Arabs in 639.

Of the walls that protected Theodosioupolis (Erzurum, Turkey)61 only small
sections are currently preserved. Based on these, Crow proposed that the city was
protected by a rectangular enclosure with gates to the west, south and east sides.
A smaller rectangular citadel occupied a prominent hill in the northeastern part
of the enclosure. The surviving east side of the enclosure (present length 345m)
consists of a main and an outer wall. The main wall is strengthened by four
pentagonal towers, spaced 30m apart.

The city was located on the eastern borders of Roman Armenia at a strategic
location on a hill on the northern border with Persia. According to Prokopios,
it was founded in the early 5th century by Theodosios II as a small fort that
was later extended by Anastasios, who created the well-defended city; Justinian
improved the walls and also added a moat. Theodosiopolis was occupied by the
Arabs in 650, but frequently changed hands during the Middle Byzantine period.

The city of Zenobia (Syria)62 has a triangular plan and occupies the side of a
hill on the banks of the Euphrates river. The short base of the triangle follows the
riverbed, while the two long sides rise towards the hilltop, with the citadel at its
peak. The city can be divided into the lower city, the middle city and the citadel.
Along the longer edges of the city, projecting towers were built close together.
The main gates of the lower city are simple openings between towers. The
exterior of the citadel walls have a talus/glacis for both structural and defensive
purposes.

An extended tower building, commonly known as a praetorium, was placed high
on the northwest wall of the city. This three storey building, 30630m and built
with ashlar masonry, probably served as a barracks. It is still standing.

The site was inhabited in antiquity, and was later refounded by Zenobia, queen
of Palmyra. It fell under Roman rule and was finally abandoned after 610. The
present fortification is attributed to the 6th century (Anastasios and Justinian).
The information from Prokopios that Justinian strengthened the bankside along
the Euphrates and rebuilt the north walls along with the praetorium seems to be
confirmed by fieldwork. In this way the former trapezoidal fortified settlement
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was connected to a pre-existing citadel and acquired its present triangular form
probably in the period after 545. The emperor commissioned two young
engineers for the job, John of Constantinople and Isidore of Miletos the younger.

The fortified settlement of Resafa-Sergioupolis-Anastasioupolis (Syria)63,
built around the shrine of the popular St Sergios, included an oasis in the Syrian
desert with many underground water sources. The walled area is a trapezoid; its
defences consist of earthen outworks (with a rampart/dyke and a shallow moat)
and a built enclosure that survives almost to its full height (see Plate 21). It is
strengthened with large towers, rectangular, pentagonal, and circular (at the
corners), all set at regular intervals. These alternate with smaller rectangular
turrets, open-gorged and allowing for direct communication with the wall-walk.
The main entrance is a monumental structure with a broad gate for carriages to
pass through; three of the main gates are protected by an outer wall (barbican).
The enclosure walls are solid up to a height of 6m, where they form a series of
open vaults on the inner side. Defenders could circulate through the vaults, which
also served as defensive positions for archers. At the top of the walls there is a
continuous parapet with arrow slits (and no crenellations).

The site was inhabited from the 8th century BC to the 13th century AD. The
settlement flourished from the late 4th century AD onwards due to the popularity
of St Sergios. The earlier sections of the walls were built at the turn of the
6th century AD and were a lavish structure; they were concluded in a more func-
tional way in 503–526; earthquakes, along with extensive adjustments in the built
parts, happened perhaps during the period 532–540.

As well as frontier sites, a number of inland civic centres (such as Hierapolis,
Amorium, Caesarea, Anazarbos and Antioch) were provided with impressive
fortifications during this period and these have attracted the attention of
researchers.

The city of Hierapolis (Pamukkale, Turkey)64 lies on a Phrygian plateau over-
looking the valley of the Lycos river. The walls enclosed not only the commercial
centre (agora) but the whole former Hellenistic city. There were no walls on the
west side of the city, where the abrupt slope served as a natural boundary. The
course of the walls followed the original grid plan of the city, even though they
used at least two buildings that had been damaged in the 4th-century earthquake,
and destroyed a number of water-pipe lines when building the walls. The
masonry of the fortification incorporated large quantities of well-cut material
from earlier monuments that were in the agora, like the stoa and the Early Roman
theatre, as well as other buildings that lay in ruins. It had twenty-four square
towers, two main gates and a number of side gates.

The towers are solid, with no internal rooms, at least in their surviving parts.
The main gates lie at both ends of the (main) Frontinus Street (see Plate 22).
They are similar in shape, with a relatively narrow opening surrounded by two
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powerful rectangular towers. Above the horizontal lintel there is a relief arch.
Decoration in the form of an eight-ray star or reused Roman lion and Medusa
heads were probably placed for apotropaic purposes. The wall had a width of
2.50m; its original height remains unknown (although a part in the south side of
the agora is preserved to a height of 4.10m).

The enclosure was, in all probability, built in the early 5th century, a sign of
the insecurity that reigned in the area as a result of barbarian invasions. Its use
continued into the first half of the 7th century, when it was damaged by an
earthquake.

The city of Amorium (Hisarköy/Afyon, Turkey)65 was a large settlement: it is
estimated that its inhabited area covered more than 50ha. The city lay on the
south military road that connected Constantinople to the eastern borders, pass-
ing from Dorylaion (Eskişehir) and Ikonion (Konya) to the plains of Cilicia. The
area was divided into two sectors, the upper city and the lower city (see Plate 23).
The upper city occupied a hill, 5ha in size and c.20m. high, the result of con-
tinuous habitation from prehistoric times. The lower city lay to the south and
east of the hill.

The walls of this period surrounded the whole lower city circumference; this
huge length was their primary feature. Only their course is preserved, with
foundation stones visible throughout the area. A small part with a gate has been
excavated at the southwestern side, and based on that we can estimate that there
was a single line of fortifications with no outer wall, reinforced with towers and
dotted with gates along its perimeter. In the excavated part the lower courses of

Plate 22. Hierapolis (Pamukkale). The Frontinus Street and the North Gate. (Photo: Görkem Günay)
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the wall are made of large, well-cut blocks, while the upper parts are built with
courses of smaller stones with rough fronts. No spolia or reused material from
the Roman town or the cemeteries has been observed in the structure. A second
similar wall on the inner side of the rampart was interpreted as a retaining
element, or for enclosing the area with the staircases that would lead to the wall-
walk and the battlements.

The gate had an opening of c.4m and a horizontal lintel of well-cut stones that
were connected together with angles. The lack of thresholds or holes for door
frames led to the conclusion that perhaps there was a portcullis falling from
above. The gate was protected on its right by a large triangular tower that would
have been multi-storeyed originally. Another similar tower also existed, perhaps
on the other side of the gate. A barbican, a small outer wall creating a small yard
in front of the gate, was uncovered outside the tower.

The refoundation of Amorium is attributed by later sources to the Emperor
Zeno (474–491). Specimens of wood from the excavated tower were dated to
shortly after 487, thus placing the tower’s construction in the late 5th century
(during the reign of either Zeno or Anastasios). The masonry of the walls points
to a date between the mid-5th and mid-6th centuries, and it is very similar to the
first phase of the basilica excavated in the lower city. They were probably erected
at a time of peace, since there was time to quarry new material and to complete
the work. The fortification of Amorium, a grandiose monumental construction,
can therefore be confirmed as the result of imperial sponsorship.

In the city of Caesarea (Kayseri, Cappadocia, Turkey)66 the walls of the
Byzantine (and later Seljuk) city are found in the centre of the modern settlement,
preserved in many parts throughout their course. Based on differences in the
masonry, two parts can clearly be discerned: the north and the south. The north
part of the walls has a façade of large and well-cut blocks of volcanic rock. It
comprises a series of rectilinear ramparts reinforced with rectangular towers built
at intervals of 40–50m. In some cases they are open at the rear (open-gorged),
and probably contained the staircases that led to the wall-walk. The walls reached
a height of at least 15m, and their width was c.2m. On the inner side solid
buttresses (1.60m wide) support a series of double arches. Therefore the wall at
wall-walk level would have had a width of 3.50m.

Only a small section of the south part of the enclosure survives, at its east end.
Its width is 2.50m. It is built with reused material, and has triangular towers at
intervals of 25m. The towers probably had an inner five-sided room and in some
places had arrow slits on the second floor. The ascent to the wall-walk was
through staircases at the inner side of the wall, and the wall stands uniformly to a
height of 5m above ground, but with no indication as to its original height.

Based on written sources, the Hellenistic and Roman cities were without walls
until 241 AD, when a large wall was built; it was documented by numismatic
evidence and an inscription. Parts of this enclosure have been identified recently
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in the hills surrounding the city. In the third quarter of the 4th century St Basil
complained about the ruined state of the fortification. According to Prokopios, in
the mid-6th century Justinian reduced the immense enclosure, cutting off many
parts built on the hills and reinforcing the remaining parts. Two different dates
have been proposed, both tentative, for the surviving parts (north and south):
according to the first, the north part was constructed in 241, while the south part
is attributed to Justinian. The second, which seems to be more widely accepted,
attributes the north wall to Justinian, and suggests that the south wall is Seljuk
in date.

Anazarbos in Cilicia (Turkey)67 was an important Roman metropolis, cover-
ing an area of c.100ha. It followed an orthogonal grid system, with a monumental
colonnaded street, oriented north–south. The city acquired two rings of walls.
The first enclosed almost the entire Roman city; it is only partially preserved and
usually dated to the 4th century (the reign of Theodosios I). The second set of
walls was more impressive and is fully intact in its lower levels, but it protected a
significantly smaller inhabited area. The fortification consisted of three elements:
a fortified ditch, an outer wall and a main wall. The main wall was strengthened
with eighty rectangular towers set very close together. The outer wall also formed
the inner side of the ditch, and its main features were small rectangular retaining
pillars (buttresses).

The fortification was constructed with huge limestone blocks, except for the
upper parts of the main wall, where smaller stones were used. All the material
came from the surrounding buildings; for example, the south part of the main
wall was built entirely of stone seats from the nearby theatre. Both walls incor-
porated an impressive triumphal arch (2nd century AD), which stood indepen-
dently at the end of the city’s colonnaded street and became a monumental city
gate.

Various dates for the second ring of walls have been proposed: either that the
parts with the large blocks were Byzantine, while those with the smaller ones
were 12th- to 14th-century Armenian constructions; or that two phases (the first
with the ditch and outer wall, and the second with the main wall) should be dated
to the 9th and 10th centuries, while under Arab occupation. The latest research,
however, supports a date in the 6th century (during the reign of Justinian).

Of the monumental walls that defended the Syrian metropolis of Antioch
(Antakya, Turkey)68 very few traces still remain today. Original parts were
depicted in 18th-century engravings and later photos. The walls covered a sub-
stantial area: they followed the mountain line of Mt Silpius, at the peak of which
lay the citadel, and then descended to the plain below. Their features are some of
the best examples of the period: tall rectangular and polygonal (pentagonal/prow-
shaped or heptagonal) towers protected a high curtain. Parts were built with
alternating brick bands and stone blocks, while other parts used ashlar masonry.
In one section the inner (upper) part of the walls was supported by blind arches.
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The gates had monumental façades and were flanked by towers; the Beroea Gate
seems to have been protected also by an outer wall (or barbican?). Based on the
visual record, Crow has attributed some of the parts to the early 5th century.

Fortifications in the North Africa69

In the territories conquered by Justinian in Africa (the exact limits of these terri-
tories is a matter of debate), the fortification system that was created differed
from the older Roman one.70 The Byzantines did not concentrate their power in
frontier strongholds, nor did they reuse the older Roman defences (generically
known as the Fossatum Africae), which, in any case, lay outside the reoccupied
territories. Instead they spread their forces throughout the area and maintained a
network of forts that functioned as strongholds for the army and as refuges for the
population. Set next to earlier Roman settlements, with access to water and land
resources, these military bases allowed the Byzantine forces to deploy quickly and
to defeat marauding Berbers. The defence-in-depth system employed in Africa in
fact followed the defensive strategy applied in all other imperial lands.

The main difference from the rest of the empire was that most of the
6th-century African fortifications were not improvements or adjustments of
pre-existing defences but were constructed from scratch, often reusing readily
available building material. Many of the surviving monuments have a single
construction phase – often identified by dedicatory inscriptions – as many of
these sites were not reused in later periods. These fortifications align with Late
Roman military practice while also meeting local needs and conditions.

Based on size, Pringle divided the fortifications into three categories:71

1. Large forts, citadels or walled cities. The plans are, in most cases, rect-
angular with projecting towers, following the quadriburgium type of
ancient Hellenistic prototypes, also used in the Diocletian-Constantinian
period. There are also examples where the wall creates angles/indentations,
another characteristic that has existed since Hellenistic times.

2. Small forts intended to house a larger garrison but with a size less than
c.1.5ha. Their plans are typically rectangular, with rectangular projecting
towers, usually placed at the corners, again following the quadriburgium
type.

3. Smaller constructions, such as isolated towers, which were usually rect-
angular. In Africa there are hundreds of gsur or ksour, fortified habitations
that date from the 3rd to the 7th centuries, although some continue well
into the Islamic era. Only three such towers can be securely dated to the
6th century based on epigraphic material. They probably served as barracks
for the garrisons that would patrol the neighbouring settlements.

It is interesting to note that most of these fortifications were similarly con-
structed, with façades of ashlar masonry (often reused from earlier Roman sites)
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covering a rubble core. The walls had a thickness of c.2.5m and reached a height
of c.10m. They rarely had additional works, such as outer walls and moats.
Most towers were rectangular, with very few exceptions (circular and hexagonal).
This lack of elaborate defensive features has been regarded as a sign of limited
economic resources or as a statement about the perceived weakness of the
expected attackers (the Berber nomadic groups).

Among the walled cities, Ammaedara (Haidra, Tunisia)72 is one of the best
preserved. It was located on the route from Carthage to Teveste. The Byzantine
citadel was at the centre of the older Roman city; it is an irregular quadrilateral,
measuring c.1256195m, with its walls reaching, at points, a height of 7–8m
(see Plate 24). All the towers are square, except for a single circular one. The wall-
walk that ran around the top of the walls was carried on blind arches along the
east and (part of the) west sides. The masonry includes a lot of older structural
material on the façades, covering a rubble core. Vertical joints between the wall
sections have been interpreted as the work of different workshops. Prokopios
mentions that it was walled by Justinian.

The city of Theveste (Tebessa, Algeria)73 overlooked the relatively fertile
plain of Merdja and functioned as a market centre for the wider area. It was also
strategically located along four major communication lines. The walls, c.2m thick
and rising to a height of 9–10m, enclosed a large, roughly rectangular area

Plate 24. Ammaedara (Haidra). View of the walls. (Photo: Julian Myles Fidler)
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(2906260m); they were built with ashlar façades and a rubble core. The wall-
walk was carried on blind arches at some sections and on corbels on others. The
enclosure was flanked by fifteen rectangular towers, spaced c.95m apart and rising
to heights of c.16m. At the side between each tower and the adjacent wall there
were ‘corbelled chambers’ (perhaps box machicolations?), which were square
(c.1.20m) and could be entered from the wall-walk. Pringle interpreted them as
observation posts or latrines. They could also double as machicolations.

Three gates were recorded, but either they have not survived or they have been
altered significantly. The main (west) gateway (also known as Porte de Solomon)
was a vaulted passage, flanked by two rectangular towers; it had a double-leaf gate
on the outer face and a portcullis on its inner side.

According to a currently lost inscription, the walls were constructed by the
Patrician Solomon (probably in the period 536–544) and set in the gateway that
blocked the Caracalla Arch. The walls were largely intact until the French
occupation (1851), after which they were remodelled to fit the needs of a garrison
town; parts were demolished in the mid-20th century.

Lepcis Magna (Lebda, Libya)74 was an important ancient port at the mouth of
the Wadi Lebda, yet by the 5th century it had been deserted. Archaeological
work has revealed two defensive walls, both surrounding a small area around the
harbour. It seems that the outer enclosure (covering an area of 44ha) was quickly
abandoned (and dismantled) in favour of the second, more reduced one (28ha).
The pre-existing Severan forum was included in both and was probably turned
into a redoubt, likely the seat of the military commander.

The walls are strengthened with rectangular towers, many of them flanking the
city gates. There is no sign of an outer wall or a moat. Their masonry is solidly
built with reused blocks, and there is no differentiation between the core and the
façades. The fact that both walls are similarly built indicates a single building
phase, during which the plans were changed in favour of the reduced forti-
fications.

Lepcis Magna is described by Prokopios, and its walls are attributed to Just-
inian, along with a palace and a church; the enclosure was probably completed by
543, when Dux Sergios lured in and slayed the local leaders.

One of the best-preserved fortresses in Africa is Thamugadi (Timgad,
Algeria).75 It occupied part of a former Roman colony that had been abandoned
during Vandal rule. The Early Byzantine fort occupied the area to the south of the
older Roman city; it was chosen due to the presence of a natural spring (known as
aqua septimiana felix), and a Roman cistern was included in the enclosure. The fort
is rectangular, with inner dimensions of 111.25667.50m (see Plate 25). The sides
and corners are protected by eight rectangular towers, one of which houses the
main gate (at the centre of the north side).

The walls have a thickness of c.2.50m and are preserved to a height of over 15m
in certain parts. They are constructed with façades from well-cut stones – mostly
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reused ancient material – and a core of rubble masonry. The towers were
accessed from the ground floor of the interior of the fort and at first floor from
the wall-walk (or external ladders) since the tower floors were not linked in the
preserved examples. Not all towers were structurally bonded to the adjoining
walls, which has been accredited either to different workshops working side-by-
side or to the construction of different parts of the fort happening at different
rates or at different times.

The main entrance opens at the ground level of a tower-gate on the mid-north
side. The tower projects from the wall by 6.55m. The entrance had two doorways
7.50m apart. The external one is closed with a portcullis; the internal one is a
two-leaf door secured by a horizontal bar. Small rooms in the walls around the
gate were interpreted as places for installing the portcullis mechanism. Lesser
gates were constructed on all sides of the fort.

Prokopios attributed the fortress to Justinian. During excavations three iden-
tical inscriptions were found, which probably adorned three of the four gates.
Based on their text, Cibitas Tamogadiensis was constructed by the patrician
Solomon in the 13th year of the reign of Justinian and Theodora (1 April 539 to
1 April 540). It continued being used up to the first half of the 7th century, since
the last testimony is an inscription from the reign of Constantine III in 641.

Madavros (M’Daourouch, Algeria)76 also lay on the road from Carthage to
Theveste. The Byzantine fortress was constructed at the centre of the city and

Plate 25. Thamugadi (Timgad). Interior view of the Byzantine fort. (Source: Sellami Mohamed Tewfik)
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occupied part of the Roman forum. Its plan appears somewhat odd because it
includes a semicircular side. It has been shown that they started building it as a
larger rectangle (measuring 38663m), but during construction they decided to
use the semicircle of a destroyed Roman theatre for the foundations of the
northwest wall; it ultimately covered an area of 0.17ha. Three of the fort walls are
internally articulated with blind arches, which supported the walkway at a height
of c.11.50m above ground level. Rectangular corner towers flanked the south
and east corners. The main entrance was a tower-gate, with two gates, situated
midway along the south-east wall. The outer gate still preserves a bilingual
foundation inscription above its lintel. According to the inscription, the fort was
again the work of Solomon (who was both military and civil governor of
Byzantine Africa), in the period 534–544.

The surviving parts of the fort are constructed with ashlar façades over a rubble
core, both of which make use of reused material from earlier buildings. Pre-
existing structures were also used as foundations and incorporated into the walls.

Limisa (Ksar Lemsa, Tunisia)77 was a small fort occupying a hill 500m
above the Roman city. It is almost square in plan, with a side length of c.30m,
strengthened with four towers at the corners. It is one of the best-preserved
monuments in North Africa. Except for the south-east wall, the remaining fortress
stands at its original height. The walls, with a thickness of c.2.20m, rose to a height
of 10–12m, ending with a battlemented walkway. They were built with ashlar
façades and a rubble core. All towers had four storeys and wooden floors, although
their dimensions and arrangements differ. The fort, based on a displaced inscrip-
tion, was probably constructed between 585 and 600, during the reign of
Maurice.
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Chapter 3

What Makes an ‘Early Byzantine’
Fortification?

This chapter offers an overview of the structural and defensive features that the
fortifications of the Eastern Roman Empire shared from the 3rd to the 6th century.
These features make them stand out from earlier and later works, and eventually
helped architectural historians to date these structures to this period. However,
none of these elements was used only in this period or only in this part of the
world, since they all belonged to a grand repertoire developed globally as a
response to the offensive weapons available in the pre-gunpowder era. One has to
bear in mind that every fortification is constructed in response to the power of the
expected enemy and does not always reflect, therefore, the wealth or sophisti-
cation of the builder. It is therefore the combination of a number of defensive
attributes, when envisaged within their historical framework, which can lead us to
assign a specific structure to this historical period. This is especially true in cases
where historical sources are silent and researchers have to rely solely on the
preserved walls. In a number of such sites a Late Roman/Early Byzantine date has
been ascribed purely on the basis of the construction/defensive features (as in the
case of Drama, Greece, which was probably a military installation that later
turned into a city).1

Masonry – Construction Materials
The main characteristic of Early Byzantine masonry is the continuation of the
Roman tradition of distinguishing between the core and the façades of the wall.
In most places the cores are of rubble masonry, with uncut or roughly hewn
stones mingled with lime mortar. The advantage of mortared rubble is that it
applies less pressure to the surrounding masonry. When connected to the façades
with stretchers/binders in a masonry known in antiquity as emplekton (header-
and-stretcher), the walls could be both thinner and higher. Height augmented the
range of ballistic machines; at the same time, since the expected enemy usually
lacked artillery, the walls did not have to be quite so thick.

However, different façade techniques appear in the same provinces, and at
present it is not known what the determining factor for this choice was.
Therefore, the general rule usually found in older architectural handbooks (that
the Balkans, western Asia Minor and the capital were using stone and brick, while
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the eastern provinces used solely ashlar stones), although largely reliable, has to
be applied cautiously when it comes to fortifications.

It is true that in the Aegean provinces (the Balkans, western Asia Minor) one
of the most common masonry styles is a rubble core and a stone façade, both
intersected by horizontal brick bands2 that act as a structural bonding system.
The façade can be covered by a variety of stones (from roughly hewn to well-cut),
depending on the importance of the fortification or even the importance of dif-
ferent sections of the same fortification (if visible or centrally placed). The walls
of Constantinople and Thessaloniki are largely built with this system, and the
same is true of Nikopolis. Bricks are extensively, almost invariably, used for the
vaults (i.e., within towers), as well as for any sort of arched construction.

However, in the Golden Gate of Constantinople, the walls are covered with
ashlar marble blocks. Parts of the Thessaloniki walls are constructed entirely with
bricks, both façade and core; they are also decorated with successive arches that
continue to the core, thus also acting as relieving arches. Furthermore, one group
of fortifications was constructed without bricks but rather with raw stones in the
core and well-cut ones (sometimes reused from older buildings, see below) on the
façade, as in Hexamilion and Sparta, or with roughly hewn stones, as in Butrint.

In the eastern provinces, where the Hellenistic tradition remained strong,
the construction material was also present on the façade in elaborate, ashlar
masonries. Indeed, stone was the dominant material, both in the core of mortared
rubble and in the carefully worked isodomic façade. Incredible examples of stone
vaults are preserved in Zenobia and Resafa. In some areas, on the fringe of
deserts, stone beams and slabs replaced hard-to-get wood. All the arches and
arcades in the gates, the windows and the weapon-slots are made of stone. In the
majority of cases, the material was locally quarried. In Zenobia and Resafa the
local Gipsos alabaster was used, easily cut in square blocks. At Daras the lower
parts of the walls and towers are carved on bedrock, while in Zenobia quarries are
located just outside the citadel.

The use of other materials is rare. In contrast to other parts of the empire,
brick is seldom encountered, either alone or in combination with stone. Bricks
were mainly used for the building of vaults in cisterns or towers (Zenobia, Amida,
Daras, Resafa). Tiles have been found both for buildings or towers, which would
have had a wooden roof. Mud-bricks are supposed to have existed – if one
believes Prokopios mentioning that Justinian replaced many mud-brick fortifica-
tions with stone. Wood was used for floors and roofs, usually sourced from the
mountains of the southern Taurus and Lebanon for the southern provinces (in
the cases of Zenobia and Resafa) or from the Pontic Mountains for the northern
ones. Wood was also used for doors and their frames.

The initial fortifications built in Africa by the Byzantine army were of wood
and earth.3 When Belisarios landed, his troops constructed a palisade and a ditch
to protect the encampment, and similar structures were built throughout the war.
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Those fortifications destined to become more permanent installations were built
with stone or, in rare cases, with bricks. Several forts were built near antique
cities, which they used as quarries of ready-made material. Here as well the
façades were built with ashlar masonry and the core with rubble, following up
the late Hellenistic tradition.

Towers
In contrast to Early Roman towers, their Late Roman counterparts typically
projected from the walls.4 Their purpose was two-fold: they were a steady
superimposed level for the installation of ballistic weapons, and they flanked the
adjoining walls. Flanking fire was utilized often during this period, as seen, for
instance, in the cases of gates and corner towers; some of the latter were built in
such a way as to direct fire in four different directions (as in Hexamilion). Another
striking feature was the variety of ground plans; in many fortifications this is all
that remains, so scholars focus on why one plan was chosen instead of another.
Should we search for a ‘signature’ plan (such as the fan- or prow-shaped) – one
that perhaps should be related to a single emperor or area? Or should we look for
local traditions that were possibly transferred when military units were relocated
from one province to another? Who ultimately decided what form a tower should
follow?

The majority of towers are rectangular or partially circular (semicircular,
horseshoe-shaped, U-shaped). As a general rule, rectangular towers were usually
placed along the main or outer walls, while circular ones occupied corners or
flanked the gates. In addition, there are other types that deserve attention, though
they are less frequently encountered.

The first type is fan-shaped towers, usually considered as a peculiarity of
Constantinian-era military architecture, with examples in various parts of the
empire (although unfortunately none preserved to a substantial height). We are
nevertheless still in the dark as to who introduced them, where they might
have originated, and why they were built. In any case, this slightly eccentric shape
had no descendants in the later centuries.

In contrast, the pentagonal towers (also known as prow-shaped) had con-
tinuities in later fortifications, to the point that Winfield suggested these were the
Byzantine towers par excellence.5 Pentagonal was a shape recommended already by
Hellenistic authors. In Late Antiquity such towers seem to have been erected in
all parts of the empire (Byzantine Italy, the Balkans, Asia Minor, Syria). Ćurčić
(and following him, Rizos) rightly noted that pentagonal towers seem to appear
more often in fortifications of the later 5th and 6th centuries.6 In all cases these
were monumental structures that usually covered exposed ground or flanking
gates.

Another exceptional group is the octagonal towers, also destined to have an
illustrious tradition in later Byzantine architecture. From their earliest examples
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in Diocletian-era fortifications, they were attributed a ceremonial/imperial con-
notation. They were rare, yet in each case occupied prominent positions, and
they invariably promoted a sense of power and imperial presence that went
beyond their utilitarian function. As might be expected, they were used exten-
sively on the main land wall of Constantinople. As forerunners, we could cite the
various new capitals built in the Balkans during the Tetrarchy (such as at Split);
further away, Constantius Chlorus added similar, still standing, towers to the
walls of York, in a gesture to lend imperial prestige to the seat of the Caesar.

The towers of this period are, in principle, multi-storeyed. The ground levels
often had no particular military use (as was the case in later times) or even con-
nections to the upper floors, and they could be used separately as mere store-
rooms. At Zenobia they were used as stables; in Daras the graffiti leads us to
believe the towers were more civic than military in nature. Access to the ground
floors was through gates from the interior of the enclosure or via a ladder from
the upper storey (Hexamilion). Some of the towers in Constantinople (on both
the main and the outer walls) and Nicaea also had a smaller postern, typically
opening on the right-hand side (from the defender’s point of view). This put into
practice the old Hellenistic principle (also promoted by Vitruvius) of allowing the
defenders to launch assaults against the enemy by coming out from one postern
and re-entering through the next tower, thereby remaining protected by their
shields at all times.

The upper (two or more) floors of the towers could be used by archers or for a
ballista; the use in each case is determined by the shape of the openings – slots or
the rectangular type. They were covered either with vaults (barrel or domical), or
with wooden ceilings. The existence of a flat, battlemented roof resting on a vault
definitely points to the use of large catapults, a common practice since the time of
Constantine I. However, for some towers, evidence points to a roof covering the
top (as the presence of tiles in Resafa and Zenobia indicates), which obviously
prevents their use for defensive purposes.

Two tower versions do not seem to conform to the above categories. The first
were almost always used as smaller structures during this period (for example, at
Resafa and Caesarea), and the back sides were left unbuilt. In all cases the ground
plan is rectangular. The type is usually known as ‘open-gorged’ (or ouvert à la
gorge), and it is again a well-known practice from Hellenistic and other earlier
military architecture. In fact, it was particularly praised by Vitruvius as a way to
prevent a tower, once in the hands of the enemy, from being used against the
defenders of a fort.

Finally, the triangular, tower-like projections, most notably seen at the walls of
Thessaloniki, have evoked a vivid discussion about how they are related to (or
identified with) the pentagonal towers mentioned above. These projections, how-
ever, were not towers in the sense of a separate construction that stands out of the
walls both in height and in size. They were mere projections from the wall with
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the aim to facilitate enfilading fire and should be seen more as buttresses or
bastions; they should not be confused with the five-sided towers of the same
period. The Thessaloniki examples were built following a regulated pattern,
which made Rizos envisage them as an example of a ‘saw-like’ system prescribed
by Hellenistic military manuals; he also tried to find repeated patterns in other –
poorly preserved – Late Roman walls.7 In most Byzantine cases (such as Ankyra/
Ankara and Corinth) triangular buttresses are encountered as isolated structures,
and any notion of a wider pattern cannot at the moment be substantiated.

It should be noted that we also see similar solid projections (although rect-
angular) in other fortifications, alternating with towers along the walls (as in
Amida, Caesarea and Daras). These cannot be called towers per se, since they
were not higher than the adjacent walls, and that is the reason why there is no
commonly accepted terminology; they were variously called buttresses or turrets.
Their presence is attributed to an effort to save material and time and to cut down
expenses: they created intermediate platforms between towers, which allowed for
enfilading fire from the walls, and therefore reduced the need for further towers.
This is a recurring feature (whether triangular, rectangular or even semicircular)
of this era that was rarely repeated later on.

The space between the towers in these examples varies greatly but never exceeds
70m. Also the disposition of the towers and buttresses does not follow a specific
pattern. In Rhesaina (Ras al-Ayn, Syria) spaces between large towers varied
(between 60 and 80m), with two intermediate buttresses, whose sides measured
less than 2m. In Amida large, horseshoe-shaped towers are spaced 40m apart and
alternate with one buttress slightly larger than 2m. The same distance between the
smaller towers of the south side is spaced with two buttresses. In Resafa large and
small towers alternate, while Daras has two small towers for every large one.

Gates
Every walled city or fort had a few main gates and a number of secondary gates.
The main gates were, in principle, built between twin or flanking towers. This
was usually their only protection, since they were just rectangular openings in the
course of the wall (Thessaloniki, Nikopolis). Often they had semicircular reliev-
ing arches or vaults above the lintel, which were probably adorned with (presently
lost) decoration. The more impressive gates have three passages instead of one,
and their monumentality was further enhanced with marble façades, as in the case
of the Golden Gate of Constantinople or in the gates of Resafa.8 Of special
interest is the original – presently blocked – gate of the Sinai Monastery; it has a
flat arch with joggled voussoirs as a precaution against slipping, surmounted by a
very low segmental relieving arch. We also find flat arches in the north gate of
Zenobia and in Resafa.

A further reinforcement lay on the interior side of major gates built in the 3rd
and 4th centuries (Nicaea, Split). In essence, this took the form of a long and
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narrow courtyard surrounded by high walls and ending in a second/inner set of
gates. Should an enemy break through the first gate, he found himself trapped in
the courtyard and attacked from all sides. These structures followed principles
laid down in Hellenistic examples (see, for example, the monumental gates at
Messene, Athens or Perge). The multiple forms observed in those times seem to
have become standardized to a rectangular, fairly canonical shape. This feature
was apparently not repeated beyond the 4th century.

The second type of formation is the tower-gatehouse, where the ground floor
of a tower becomes the entrance with two gates, one opening towards the city
and the other to the exterior. There is controversy as to the placement of the
gates within the tower and whether they were set in parallel or at a right angle.
It is supposed that Romans only used the parallel placement, while the right
angle was a later Islamic invention. There are no surviving examples of right-
angle gates.

There is also very little evidence concerning the doors that blocked these gates
or for the presence of portcullises (trapdoors fitted in grooves on each side of a
gateway). In the majority of cases, the gates must have been barred with wooden,
two-leaved doors that would have been secured with a horizontal beam across
the inner side. The beam would fit into cavities on both sides of the door. Such
recesses are mentioned in Zenobia, while in Rhesaina there is evidence of a diag-
onally placed beam. A portcullis was a standard feature of earlier fortifications,
with examples including Aosta and Trier, and their use is described by classical
authors of the 4th century BC (Aeneas Tacticus). The most usual practice was for
the portcullis to bar the exterior part of a small space, the rear side of which was
closed by a two-leaf gate. In Zenobia, however, the portcullis was set immediately
outside the door jamb, with no space in between. This device is usually recog-
nized today from the grooves on the jambs where the wooden frames would have
come down. Such traces exist in Zenobia, Madauros and Thamugadi (Africa),
while in the Balkans many such devices were added to the walls in the 5th and
6th centuries for extra protection.

Drawbridges may have existed where a moat surrounded a wall, yet no
evidence for one has survived from this period.

Ramparts
The formation of the walls of Constantinople, with its triple defensive zone (moat
with battlemented inner wall, an outer wall and a main wall), has long been
considered as the peak of Byzantine defensive technology. The use of two parallel
walls (main and outer) is known from a few examples of the Hellenistic period;
however, the total cooperation of all the parts of the fortification to create a series
of continuing obstacles that would stop, reduce, or delay the advance of the
adversary – that is, a real defence-in-depth strategy – is an innovative concept. At
the same time, it artificially accentuated the height of the obstacles, since from
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the bottom of the moat to the top of the main wall towers there was a distance of
c.30m. These strategies were obviously dictated by the need to defend a flat
terrain and by the unparalleled availability of resources. One of the basic goals of
the Constantinople defences was to hold back enemy ballistic machines as far as
possible so that the main wall remained out of their range. Defence against artil-
lery by the creation of obstacles placed over large areas is indeed a revolutionary
practice that evokes post-medieval defensive perceptions.

However, the existence of this fully mature system of defence begs the ques-
tion: which were the anterior fortifications that prepared this system and which
post-dated it? Answering the question is rather difficult based on the available
(or lack of) evidence. However, it is probable that the necessary technological
knowledge (the ‘know-how’) existed, and every time it was adjusted to the
circumstances – the terrain, the available resources, and the planning of the local
or central authority.

In earlier fortifications, especially on the eastern frontier, the combination of
main and outer walls exists in a number of cases; these are usually dated to the
4th century (Singara, Amida, Rhesaina). If these dates are verified, then they set
the precedent for Constantinople. In these cases the outer wall is a simple
rampart without towers, very similar to the inner side of the moat at Cons-
tantinople. However, the presence of an outer mural with towers has been
observed in both Martyroupolis and Melitene (Malatya, Turkey), though their
date is not secure. It was also present, with or without moat and towers, in some
of the Balkan examples, such as at Philippoi and Thessaloniki, and always
adjusted to the necessities of the landscape.

The presence of a moat has been verified in Hexamilion and the Long Wall of
Thrace (the Balkans), as well as in the walls of Carthage (Africa), where there was
a double ditch outside the walls built by Belisarios. A broad shallow moat also
existed at Resafa (Syria).

Blind arches, galleries resting on pillars or conches, are another feature that is
regularly encountered; set on the inner side of the enclosure, they either increase
the wall thickness or can be curved within it. Again, this style can be found in
earlier Hellenistic fortifications (Rhodes). The need for such a construction can
be interpreted in a number of ways: they served to lighten the superstructure,
thus diminishing masonry pressure; they helped economize on construction
material; and they also created an intermediate fire zone below battlement level.
These galleries or individual conches, which supported the wall-walk, could
either serve as embrasures for archers (as in the outer wall of Constantinople) or
simply be cavities in the wall (Nikopolis, Resafa). The fact that several times the
arrow loops are omitted probably signifies that the intermediate fire zone was not
deemed necessary in many cases.

In Constantinople these galleries are formed only above a certain height,
obviously to avoid the weakening of the wall at ground level, which would leave it
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vulnerable to ramming or mining. In Resafa the gallery is created within the
width of the wall, some 6m above level ground, serving as embrasures for archers;
however, in many parts of the wall the arrow loops and the passages between the
conches have been omitted. Isolated blind arches with arrow loops have been
detected in the south wall of Zenobia near the towers. Similar galleries, yet with
no arrow loops, could have existed also in Daras in the area near the gates,
following the earlier example of Amida.

It is interesting that there are no cases of an intermediary fire zone in the
African forts, where there is always a single line of defence on the summit of
the walls. However, in many cases there are blind arches on the inner side of the
walls, mainly to economize on building material, as in Teveste and Ammaedara.

In the Balkan provinces access to the defence level of the walls was almost
always through staircases from the inner side (Nikopolis, Constantinople). In the
eastern provinces, however, there was greater variety. In some cases staircases on
the inner side of the wall led to the upper storeys of towers, with access to battle-
ment level through the towers; finally, in other cases, walls and towers had differ-
ent access points. Staircases were either built on solid masonry or were supported
on a series of blind arches.

In some fortifications staircases were often paired, with two mounting ladders
uniting at wall-walk level, either leaning against the wall or above a gate or
behind a tower. In cases where the wall-walk was at the same level as the second
floor of the towers (Resafa), there was a landing in the middle of the staircase to
access the first floor. Also at Resafa there were independent staircases built within
the thickness of the walls that directly reached the first floor of the nearby towers.
Resafa is also the sole place where spiral staircases have been observed in the
Early Byzantine fortifications.9 One example ascends to the first floor of a corner
tower, while a second unites the two levels of the wall above the north gate. At
Zenobia there is a simpler construction with a single staircase at the back of each
tower for access both to the tower and to the adjoining wall-walks.

Other structural features of Early Byzantine walls have not been studied in
depth as part of an established set of practices; rather, they have been observed in
individual cases. We know, for example, that very often towers were not struc-
turally bonded to the walls (Constantinople, Africa). This was either because the
walls were constructed in pieces, meaning that different groups of builders
worked on the walls and the towers, or because each building would react differ-
ently when under pressure (from earthquakes or strikes by ballistic weapons), and
therefore damage would be minimized if the towers were not bonded to the walls.

Another observation of the African fortifications (but perhaps applying to other
examples) is that walls were often built in separate sections of 20–30m each.
Between two sections there was usually an irregular vertical joint in the masonry.
This was attributed to different groups of workers or, in cases of military out-
posts, a different army unit being assigned to each part.
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Defensive Features
The positions for firing weapons in Early Byzantine fortifications were tailored to
a variety of ballistic weapons and fall into distinct forms, which were widely
standardized and repeated (although at present we lack any measurement studies,
tables or comparisons).

Arrow loops are simple constructions with an external vertical slot, a funnel-
shaped plan, and an inner rectangular opening. In many cases their sides are made
of a single stone, probably for durability. To the best of my knowledge there has
never been any research on the various forms of bows such structures could serve.
One should also keep in mind that the exact same form has often been used for
simple air or lighting reasons.

Large ballistae, able to shoot over longer distances, used openings in the form
of rectangular windows, which in Constantinople are arranged on the sides of the
towers to facilitate enfilading fire. One-arm catapults needed open ground and
could follow the Constantinian practice of using the flat roofs of high towers to
achieve greater range. However, in many cases (such as Zenobia and Resafa),
researchers have proposed that the towers had roofs covered in tiles, therefore
rendering them incapable of hosting such ballistic weapons.

To create the optimal conditions for enfilading fire, the distances calculated by
military builders would be directly related to the weapons available. The main
issue of ballistae was their inability to shoot at distances less than 50–80m. This
meant that towers built less than c.50m apart would be dependent primarily
on archers for side defence. This seems to have been the case in the eastern
provinces, where towers were built closer together. When alternating larger and
smaller towers (or buttresses), this could perhaps indicate an intention to
combine both weapons for maximum protection (as in Amida, Daras, Resafa).
However, in these structures most tower superstructures have seriously been
tampered with, and no ballista windows or arrow loops are preserved, with the
exception of Daras, where large windows on the upper tower floors have been
connected to ballistic weapons, very similar to those of Constantinople.

The form of battlements is also largely undocumented. People tend to recon-
struct – as in the (badly restored) sections of Constantinople – a familiar scheme
with alternating crenels and merlons, despite the fact that in the majority of cases
no surviving elements could possibly be dated to this period. An important excep-
tion is in Resafa, where battlements were constructed with a continuous hori-
zontal parapet interrupted by fire positions. In Limisa (Africa) original crenels are
thought to be preserved, reaching a height of 1.50m. In Teveste crenels survived
until the 19th century and had a height of 1.50m above the parapet, which was
0.50m above the wall-walk.

Simple box machicolations supported on two or three corbels are observed in a
number of sites (such as Bashir Jimal). Machicolations that could also have served

What Makes an ‘Early Byzantine’ Fortification? 81



byzantine fortications - Press

as latrines are preserved at the sides of the Resafa towers. However, since they
could not be precisely dated to the Early Byzantine period, they have long been
considered as Islamic additions to pre-existing fortifications. The uniquely pre-
served machicolation above the original gate of Sinai monastery, with the tabula
ansata mentioning Justinian, is proof beyond doubt that such devices were by
no means an Islamic invention but rather an – at least – Early Byzantine practice.
If I am not mistaken, this machicolation is the earliest known preserved specimen
in military architecture.
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Chapter 4

The Fortifications from the
7th to the 9th Century

Introduction – The Major Conflicts
This period is usually envisaged as one of constant struggle, with the Empire
turned into a militarized zone and continuously responding to attacks on all
fronts. The earlier ideas of collapse, the disappearance of cities, and the disruption
of economic activity, which resulted in this period being known as the ‘Dark
Ages’, is gradually giving way to an array of conflicting – yet more objective –
views, thanks also to the support of archaeological research. Despite the diverse
conditions, which obviously changed substantially over three centuries, the state
remained entrenched in and gradually solidified its territories covering Asia
Minor, the Balkan peninsula, and parts of South Italy.

The Events of the 7th Century
As already mentioned, the first half of the 7th century brought about the com-
plete alteration of a Mediterranean configuration that had persisted for centuries,
as well as the establishment of the Arab caliphate in large parts of the eastern
Mediterranean. The second half of the 7th century is viewed as a period of con-
stant warfare against advancing Arab tribes, who almost brought the empire to
the edge to extinction. The Byzantines perceived the Arabs as a very real threat; at
least twice emperors considered deserting Constantinople and re-establishing the
capital closer to Rome: in 618 Herakleios thought of moving to Carthage (then
still Byzantine), while in c.662 Constans II started his journey to Italy and then to
Sicily, where he was ultimately assassinated in 668.1

The Arab advances continued, and Byzantine North Africa was gradually con-
quered (Carthage was finally lost in 698), along with Lazika and Armenia in the
Caucasus area (695–709).2 Asia Minor was constantly being raided (the earliest
raid came in 647, when Mu’awiya captured Caesarea). Arabs also expanded their
naval prowess, which left the islands prone to Arab raids (Cyprus in 649, Rhodes
in 654), with Cyprus ending in 688 in a state of condominium (or no-man’s land).3

In the end Constantinople was blockaded by the Arab navy for a period of four
years, from 674 to 678. The capital survived thanks to the help of a new weapon:
Greek fire (see below).4
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In Asia Minor the Byzantines were gradually able to consolidate their border
with the caliphate along the Taurus Mountains. Constantine IV led a successful
military expedition into Cilicia in 684–685, forcing the Arabs to pay tribute to
Byzantium.5

Along the Balkan frontiers of the Empire the Avars were the main enemy
during the 7th century, although their power was gradually waning. The condi-
tions in the rest of the peninsula have been hotly debated: many researchers
uphold that it was overrun by Slavic tribes who had no coherent political entity
(keeping the area, at least nominally, a Byzantine territory), with real imperial
authority confined only to the area of Thessaloniki and other coastal settle-
ments.6 Others believe that the Slavic incursions were more limited, perhaps
restricted to the mountainous mainland, and that Byzantium retained real power
in most Balkan territories. Certainly, Thessaloniki barely survived the Avar-Slav
siege of 614–617, a few years before the major Avar-Persian siege of Con-
stantinople (626); Constans II led a (proclaimed as successful) expedition in the
Sklaviniai (Balkan areas settled by Slavs) in 658. Later on, Justinian II led another
successful expedition against the Slavs (688–689) and reached Thessaloniki,
where he celebrated his triumph.7

At the end of the 7th century a new group, the Bulgarians, moved to the
Danube area. In 681, following a defeat, Constantine IV was forced to formally
recognize their hold on the territory between the Balkan Mountains and the
Danube. Forming an independent state centred at Pliska, the Bulgaro-Slav king-
dom became the main Balkan enemy of the empire until their final defeat in 1018
by Basil II (see below).8

The Events of the 8th Century
The 8th century should be seen as a consolidation period, especially under the
warrior leaders of the Isaurian dynasty, who were retrospectively discredited due
to their iconoclast policy. The Arabs, the main eastern enemy of the empire, con-
tinued their war of annihilation against Byzantium, especially during the first half
of the century. The siege of Constantinople in 717–718 was a milestone, since its
failure is thought to have averted Arab expansion into Europe.9 However, what
followed was almost ritualized warfare in Asia Minor, with annual raids by the
caliph’s armies. Sudden attacks against cities are often mentioned in the sources
(Caesarea of Cappadocia and Nicaea in 726/727), although they were seldom
successful. Operations could escalate to large-scale invasions – such as Harun
al-Rashid’s, which reached Chrysopolis (opposite Constantinople) in 782, before
concluding with a peace treaty that forced Byzantium to pay yearly compensa-
tion – and might include open-field battles (such as the important victory won by
Leo III at Akroinon in 740) or, more often, focused on ravaging and pillaging the
countryside. Such attacks were further facilitated when the internal politics of the
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Byzantine Empire were in upheaval, as in the last years of the century, under
Empress Irene (the Arab raids of 791, 798).

Yet from the mid-8th century onwards the Byzantines initiated counterattacks,
with raids against northern Syria (746), Melitene (751) and Theodosioupolis (754
or 755). These border skirmishes eventually laid waste the frontier areas. How-
ever, the war against the Arabs was also fought at sea, although we have very little
information about the Aegean. Arab sea raids were launched against Sicily from
Ifriqya, while the Byzantine fleet won a naval battle for Cyprus in 748.10

On the Balkan frontier most of the information concerns the struggle against
the Bulgarians. Even at the beginning of the century (712) the Bulgarian raids
reached the walls of the capital, allegedly in revenge for the execution of Just-
inian II by Philippikos (r. 711–713), since Justinian II, before reclaiming the
throne in 705, had allied himself with the Bulgarians. Later on, Constantine V is
reported to have embarked on a well-thought policy, making the Thracian terri-
tories denser by sending new settlers, strengthening the fortifications, and launch-
ing regular campaigns (760, 763, 773, 774, 775). A successful campaign, ordered
by Irene in 783, targeted Slavs in Macedonia and Thessaly and reached all the
way to the Peloponnese.11

At the same time Byzantium seems to have completely abandoned its northern
and central Italian possessions in the face of the advancing Lombards. Ravenna,
the last imperial foothold in North Italy, was finally lost in 751, and the Pope
turned to the Frankish leaders for military protection.12

The Events of the 9th Century
The war with the Arab caliphate, usually in the form of raids, continued in the
early 9th century. Larger Arab campaigns took place in 804, 805 and 806, when
armies, often led by the caliph himself, reached deep into Byzantine soil, to
Cappadocia (Tyana) and Ankyra (Ankara).13 They eventually made peace, agree-
ing on a treaty that included the usual (Byzantine) compensation payments.

In the Balkan territories the 9th century started with the decisive actions of
Nikephoros I (802–811) to reorganize the administration of the Helladic prov-
inces, to resettle the Peloponnese and counterbalance the Slavic population, and
finally to re-establish imperial authority and presence.14 It seems very probable
that his policy also included the renewal or erection of fortifications in the new
provincial centres.

Nevertheless, he confronted a formidable adversary in the face of the Bulgarian
khan Krum, who destroyed a Byzantine army at the mouth of the Strymon river
in 808 and in 809 occupied Serdica (Sofia) and razed the fortress.15 Nikephoros
retaliated by pillaging the Bulgarian capital, Pliska. In the 811 campaign the
Byzantines again occupied Pliska but were then ambushed and completely
massacred, the emperor included. In the following year Krum occupied a series of
Byzantine fortresses (Develtos, Anchialos); the most important among them was
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the city of Mesembria (Nessebar), the main Byzantine military base on the Black
Sea. Sources mention that he found a large quantity of war materials, including
weapons as well as stocks of Greek fire. In 813, following an unexpected victory
over the Byzantine army (that later chroniclers attributed to the mutiny of Leo
the Armenian), Krum went on to besiege Constantinople.16 We hear that on his
way back he destroyed Selymbria, Adrianople, and the fortress of Rhaedestos,
although Herakleia was saved thanks to its strong defences. Krum died in 814,
just before embarking on another campaign against Byzantium.17 Hostilities with
the Bulgarians ceased until 894, when the new Bulgarian ruler, Symeon, attacked,
allegedly over commercial disputes. The Byzantine army was defeated in 896
near Adrianople and a peace treaty was agreed.18

Byzantium itself experienced a serious military upheaval as result of internal
strife: in particular, the revolt of Thomas the Slav against Emperor Michael II.
The rebel army, gathered from all the Asian provinces, crossed to Thrace in
December 821 and laid siege to Constantinople.19 The fact that most of the navy
aided the revolt, leaving the seas unchecked, also accounts for the loss of Crete to
the Arabs.

This proved a major setback for the empire, and for the whole Aegean area.
An independent Arab state was created there, after its capture by North African
tribesmen/pirates, sometime between 824 and 827/828. Arab domination in
Crete created conditions of insecurity throughout the Aegean, and the Byzantine
state tried repeatedly, yet unsuccessfully, to reconquer the island; one of these
operations, the naval campaign under the leadership of Theoktistos in 843, only
briefly restored Byzantine control.20 The loss of Crete was followed by the
gradual Arab conquest of Sicily (starting in 826, it was only concluded in 902,
with the last Byzantine stronghold falling under Arab control in 965). Yet before
the end of the ninth century Byzantium was able to recover some of its south
Italian territories and restore Byzantine authority on both sides of the Adriatic.21

From the reign of Theophilos onwards, Byzantium was, nevertheless, able to
launch, for the first time, counterattacks against the Arabs both at sea and on land.
Two of the caliphs led successful attacks in person, in 830–832 (capturing Lulon
and Tyana) and again in 838 (defeating Theophilos at the battle of Dazimon, and
destroying Ankyra and Amorium).22 The Byzantine land forces repeatedly raided
Arab lands (856, 859) and achieved a great victory near the Lalakaon river (863);
they also attacked Sozopetra in Syria. Basil I continued the raids in Mesopotamia
and succeeded in occupying some strongholds (Zapetra, Samosata), while failing
at others (Melitene, Tarsus).23 The same emperor reconquered Cyprus for a
short period, and incorporated the island into the theme system.24

Sources Relevant to Fortifications
As already mentioned, many researchers now accept a 9th-century date for the
works of Syrianos Magister, who was sometimes seen as a compiler of ancient
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authors. Among them was one of the most important Byzantine military works,
known as de re strategica/On Strategy/Perí stratgcíaz.25 This manual has been
attributed to an anonymous writer, allegedly a mid-6th-century army engineer
who wrote it during the reign of Justinian. Although the author is clearly familiar
with ancient writers, it is evident that he had personal fighting experience and
knowledge of fortifications and/or war-machine construction.26

In chapter 6 (Defence),27 he gives the guidelines that a general should follow in
fortifying a territory. In the following chapters he explicitly prescribes the pro-
visions for frontier forts (ch. 9, Forts),28 and he goes on to describe, in detail, civic
fortifications and defensive practices (chs 11–13, The Site for Building a City, How
to Build a City, Preparations Needed to Resist Enemy Siege Machines).29 It is inter-
esting to note that, in the author’s mind, a ‘city’ is always perceived as a (small)
fortress.

Army Organization
The military organization of the Early Byzantine state continued to function
probably until the 660s, even though gradual changes must have started from the
650s, as a result of Arab incursions. However, the situation quickly deteriorated
as these attacks were repeated on a regular basis, in addition to the Bulgarian and
Slavic raids in the Balkans. Central control of materials and military units must
have become harder, if not impossible. Once the centralized system of the early
period collapsed, military commands and recruiting systems were reorganized on
a regional basis. At the same time, the changing war tactics required both lightly
armed horsemen who could easily chase after or entrap small groups of raiders
during their seasonal campaigning, and contingents of infantry to guard passages
and fortifications.30

These needs led, during the period from the 7th to the 9th century, to the
appearance and the enforcement of the new administrative and military system of
themes.31 Themes were large army divisions, which were based in peripheries
(eventually also known as themes). Their military (and also gradually the civic)
government was controlled by a military commander, a strategos, directly answer-
able to the emperor. The system developed organically as field armies from all
lost provinces were withdrawn, brought to Anatolia, and resettled in regions that
supported them; eventually the field armies took their names from the regions in
which they were located (Opsikion, Armeniakon, Thrakesion, Anatolikon). A naval
division was organized in the southern Aegean, under the name of Karabisianoi,
later replaced by coastal themes.

The goal of this system was for every large region to be able to efficiently and
independently organize its own defence. The main task was to meet enemy raids
with the means, weapons, and men available in the region. Theme armies and
their divisions (known as tourmai, drouggoi and vanda) had to include lightly
armed units that could swiftly intervene and confront small numbers of raiders.
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Soldiers were recruited and paid locally, although (nominally at least) central
control never ceased to exist.

Within this framework, fortifications were not only maintained but also
extended to accommodate new war tactics: major cities acted as the capitals of
the themes, and their citadels were protected by well-organized standing armies.
It is even possible to detect how the fortifications were provisioned, with both
sophisticated weaponry and manpower (as in the case of Ankyra).

At the same time, all settlement fortifications were maintained; some antique
cities were even transferred to more strategic locations, so as to be able to with-
stand raiding armies (as was the case with Chalcis, Euboea).32 The importance of
walls for the continuation of civic life was such that from now on the word kastron
(castle) was identified in the Byzantine vocabulary with the (alas, restricted) city
itself. In times of peace the walls (apart from thematic capitals or division bases)
were probably guarded by local militia, but in case of attack the theme strategos
would dispatch regular armies to defend them (as stated in the account of the
Arab siege of Chalcis, c.880).33 The key to this defensive system was the ability
to follow closely the movements of raiders from the moment they crossed the
borders, and to safeguard forces until the opportune moment came to either
annihilate the invaders or force them from imperial soil. This realistic strategy
presupposed the existence of checkpoints, guard towers, and small forts, all able
to survey their territories and share information; a number of rudimentary hilltop
enclosures have been attributed to this period and interpreted as the temporary
refuges of the population during the yearly raids.34

The empire in this period had two major enemies (Arabs and Bulgarians),
and this resulted, according to some scholars, in the Byzantines experimenting
less with military strategies and skills. Offensive campaigns were rare and were
usually carried out by units stationed near the capital and under the direct control
of the emperor. The knowledge of advanced war qualities or technical skills, like
archery practised by mounted units or the production of chain mail armour on a
large scale, probably declined in many regions.35 The production of weapons and
military equipment was also impacted; most of the earlier production workshops
appear to have been abandoned over the course of the 7th century. Yet from the
story of St Euthymia’s relics, we learn that Leo III ordered the establishment of
an arms factory in a Constantinopolitan monastery: furnaces were constructed
and armourers employed.36

A new weapon appeared during this period, and its first mention is linked with
the First Arab Siege of Constantinople in the 670s (which later research con-
cluded may never actually have happened): the famous ‘Greek’ or ‘Liquid Fire’,
which has since acquired mythical dimensions.37 A weapon invented by the
legendary Kallinikos, it was a form of napalm, made of crude oil. It was projected
from tubes that could be mounted either on towers or on the bows of warships.
It seems that it was particularly adept for naval battles or against ships engaged in
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sieges of coastal towns (as in the case of the Russian ships that besieged Constan-
tinople in 941 and were burned down easily from the sea walls). Constantine VII
Porphyrogennetos narrates how its preparation and safekeeping remained a highly
guarded state secret that should never be disclosed or fall into enemy hands; this
happened when Krum occupied the military base of Mesembria (Nessebar) in the
Black Sea and found Greek fire weapons in store. It is no longer mentioned after
1204, a sign that the secret recipe was lost after the Latin conquest of Con-
stantinople. Nevertheless it was often mentioned in Western or Arab sources later
on, obviously referring to weapons with similar intentions or capabilities.

The Fortifications
It is evident that in this period, when the state struggled for its survival, forti-
fications played a vital role in preserving the population and the authorities. With
army units consistently drafting soldiers from local populations, and with all able-
bodied people (men and women) ready to participate in repelling enemy raids in
all imperial territories, it seems that the whole society went through a phase of
militarization, with defence holding a primordial place. However, texts and con-
temporary written sources provide very few data on the use, erection, manning,
and control of the fortifications.

We can deduct from the inscriptions preserved on the walls and the poor
archaeological record that 7th- and 8th-century Byzantium erected a number of
fortifications in an effort to sustain and safeguard its population against con-
tinuous raids. Most of these works concentrated on civic centres, and they
featured both the repair of earlier walls and a focus on protecting a smaller part of
earlier larger settlements. Whether this reflects a shrinking of the population or
(more possibly) military practicalities is in most cases unknown. Furthermore, the
involvement or the role of central government, theme strategoi and local magnates
in these endeavours is also impossible to detect. The Nicaea walls, where the
accompanying inscription clearly attributes the renovation to imperial interven-
tion, is an exception to the rule. What seems to be a common feature for all 7th-
and 8th-century fortifications is the abundant reuse of earlier building material,
spolia, to such an extent as to be almost a mark of the era.

For the 9th century the situation is slightly different: the tide had turned
against its enemies and Byzantium was reorganized, strengthened, and prepared
to go on the offensive. Among the surviving monuments, we can detect a number
of buildings that seem to be part of a centrally implemented fortification pro-
gramme. The same defensive features are repeated in various fortifications, while
inscriptions in several places praise the emperors for initiating and conducting
these works. It seems that this programme started in the walls of the capital with
various towers erected by Theophilos. Its main fortifications, however, were built
under Emperor Michael III (Nicaea, Ankyra, Kotyaion), thus disqualifying the
post-mortem negative propaganda of the following dynasty towards him. The
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purpose of this programme was to protect the main cities of the empire, the
centres of regional government. Since there was no eminent danger, and these
fortifications were not executed to protect overgrown centres, their purpose was
mainly a preparatory one, to ensure the stability of central power and to enforce
central authority in regions that had been thrown into civil wars by individual
strategoi struggling for the imperial throne.

Fortifications of the Balkans and Aegean
Relatively few fortifications have been attributed to this period in the Balkans and
the Aegean by earlier scholars, although this image is gradually changing thanks
to recent research. For the mainland territories the discussion was, from the start,
related to the problem of Slavic raids and their (unknown) settlement extension;
that is, whether Byzantium lost or retained control of its Balkan provinces during
these centuries, and how it gradually reasserted its dominion. This controversial
issue is beyond the reach of present research. With the exception of the walls of
the capital, where significant additions reflect the imperial policy to safeguard
the capital, almost all mainland examples that have been dated to the 7th to 9th
centuries are small fortifications intended to protect reduced settlements or
military bases. Most of them are situated along the coast lines (Abdera, Tigani),
and this could be linked to their role as naval stations for the imperial fleet. Civic
fortifications also existed, either newly created (Chalcis) or – more often –
repaired (Thebes, Thessaloniki).38

In the Aegean islands the discussion has focused on the danger of Arab raids
and the resulting insecurity, which probably increased dramatically once Crete
was turned into an Arab emirate in the early 9th century (by 827/828); a number
of civic centres, usually local capitals (Naxos, Rhodes; Herakleio, Gortyna,
Eleutherna and Kydonia in Crete), were fortified during this period, and their
remains are gradually being identified thanks to archaeological research.

As mentioned above, the walls of Constantinople (Istanbul, Turkey)39 stand
apart during this period, since, along with Thessaloniki, this is the only Late
Antique metropolis that remained within the confined border of the Byzantine
state. The series of sieges and raids it successfully withstood instilled a feeling of
divine protection to its citizens, along with a sense that as long as the capital was
safe, the empire could regain all its losses and continue to exist. Enemy attacks,
earthquakes, and natural erosion necessitated continuous repairs and additions,
usually accompanied by inscriptions commemorating the emperors responsible
for the works, as part of the imperial propaganda.

Such was the case for sections along the land walls, whose inscriptions attribute
them to Emperor Leo III and his successor, Constantine V. The walls along
the Sea of Marmara were reportedly strengthened and successfully withstood the
Arab siege of 717–718. These works, especially near the Great Palace, were
credited to Tiberios II (698–705) and Anastasios II (713–715) and made liberal
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use of older sculptural material from monumental buildings of the 6th century. It
is during this time that we first hear of the large chain that protected the Golden
Horn, stretching between the Eugenios Tower and that of Galata.

The Marmara walls were substantially rebuilt after 825, during the rule of
Theophilos, with the new towers still preserving inscriptions bearing the names
of the emperor and his son, Michael III. These towers resemble the construction
styles of 5th-century works, with extensive use of spolia. The same Late Antique
spolia reuse is also evident in the Boukoleon Palace, which was built in this period
and is frequently credited to Theophilos.40 It consisted of two wings along the sea
front, built along the wall line, each with an elevated and semi-covered gallery.
They were separated by a staircase and a landing bridge that led to a monumental
gateway.

The most important addition, however, was the extension of the whole north-
east part of the enclosure to include the suburb known as Blachernae; this exten-
sion needed to be constantly reinforced because of the location’s vulnerability
(see Plate 26). During the siege of 626 the Avars concentrated their efforts in that
area to breach the walls. Herakleios, immediately afterwards, covered the whole
area with a single line of wall, c.100m long, reinforced with blind arches on the
inner side and with around thirteen rectangular towers. An outer wall, c.25m
long, doubled the defence of the northeast corner of the enclosure; it was built by
Leo V following a Bulgarian attack under Krum in 813 and was reinforced with
four smaller towers. Later on, three hexagonal towers, among the most powerful
ever built, were added to its land side by Michael II and his successor Theophilos
in the early 9th century; two of them flanked the gate known as Blachernae.
These towers were built using mostly reused stone blocks in the lower sections
and whole-brick masonry in the upper structure.

It should be noted that from the end of the 7th century (Justinian II, 685–95)
the Great Palace, situated in the southeast of the historical peninsula, received its
own enclosure, of which no trace exists today. Henceforth, this new fort was cut
off from the city and was able to stand on its own against attacks both from
outside enemies and from within the city.

A few relatively small fortifications, protecting settlements and ports, have been
attributed to this period based on archaeological evidence. However, their walls
were either repaired later on or survive in a rather fragmentary state.

The fortified settlement of Tigani (Greece)41 occupies the tip of a small
peninsula, an area both naturally defensible and vital to naval routes (see Plate 27).
Access to the castle was either by sea or from the south along a small strip of land
that connected it to the mainland. This was the area protected by the walls:
a rectilinear fortification reinforced by a rectangular solid tower. The masonry
consists of roughly hewn stones set in irregular courses. There is practically no
difference between the core and the façades.
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The excavation of a basilica (originally dated to the 7th century and later
redated to the late 10th century) in the southeast part of the fortified settlement
demonstrates the importance of the settlement. It is accepted therefore that
Tigani should be identified with the Byzantine castle of Maina/Maíngz,
mentioned by Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos in his de Administrando Imperio
(10th century).

Abdera/Polystylon (Greece)42 was already a main port facility from the
6th century BC, under the name Avdera. During the 7th and 8th centuries the
city was confined to the harbour and became a small market town. Part of the wall
is built with reused stones from the ancient settlement, often without the use of
bricks. The Byzantine wall was constructed upon the older classical fortification,
with the addition of an outer wall. From the 9th century on the town was known
under the name Polystylon, probably due to the ancient columns still visible at
the site. The churches in the interior of the castle were used and repaired from
the 9th to the 13th century, documenting an era of relative prosperity for the
settlement.

In recent years fortifications of this period have been identified on a number of
Aegean islands, proving the importance central government placed on their safety.

Excavations within the city of Rhodes (Greece)43 traced the remains of the
Byzantine fortress of the second half of the 7th century (see Plate 28). The fortress
surrounded a rectangular area that later became the Hospitaller Collacium, used
by the Knights of St John of Jerusalem as quarters for the brethren. It had on its
south, west and north sides a main wall, an outer wall and a moat. The main wall

Plate 27. Tigani. General view. (Source: Archive of the Ephorate of Antiquities, Lakonia)
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Plate 28. Rhodes. Plan of the Byzantine city. P=citadel; K=7th-century fortress; X=11th–12th-

century extension. (Source: Katerina Manousou-Ntella)
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had rectangular towers at irregular distances. The eastern side, built across the
port, obviously had no moat and perhaps no outer wall either. The citadel was
located in the northwest part, later occupied by the palace of the Hospitaller’s
Grand Master.

The towers and the main wall of the fortress were built with large porous blocks
(some more than 2m long), most of them reused ancient material, with broken
bricks or small stones at the joints. Both the main and the outer walls were 3–3.3m
thick. On the south side there was a two-gate complex, with one opening each at
the main walls and the outer walls. The corner tower of that side, measuring
1269m, is preserved almost to its original height of 12.50m, missing only its
battlements. The distance between the towers fluctuates between 17 and 27m.

On the south side the outer wall is also fully preserved, built with ashlar
masonry. It has a height of c.5.10–5.20m from its talus base, which lies today
beneath the street level, up to its rectangular crenels. The sloping base was
2m wider than the body of the wall and reached a depth of at least 3m. In front
of the outer wall there was a moat whose existence was verified by excavations
that revealed a filling of pure soil and chipped porous flicks. The moat was
c.10m wide, judging from the surviving part to the west of the Palace of the
Grand Master.

The citadel of the fortress, today occupied by the Palace of the Grand Master,
was built with ashlar masonry. The 7th-century fortification can be recognized,
based on masonry, throughout the palace’s perimeter, including its basement,
ground floor, and up to the height of the first floor. Its northwest and northeast
angles were occupied by two powerful rectangular towers. Another similar tower
was excavated along the northwest side.

According to Arab sources, in the last quarter of the 7th century, when Rhodes
was briefly occupied by Arab forces, the city had a fortress where the local popu-
lation could take refuge and organize resistance. Therefore the date for the
erection of the fortress was set to the second half of the 7th century. Kollias
believed, however, that only the main and outer walls belonged to this building
phase; the moat and the reinforcement of the fortifications dated from the end of
1475 onwards.

The initial phase of the walled settlement of Apalirou on the island of Naxos
(Cyclades, Greece)44 has recently been attributed to this period. It occupies a
steep mountain top on the island’s interior. The walls cover the summit, with a
maximum length of 315m (north to south), a width of 100m (west to east) and an
area of 21ha. They consist of a curtain, nine towers, a gate and a later circular
bastion. It was a simple construction of fluctuating thickness, while outcrops of
bedrock have been organically embodied in the fortification line. Most towers
were rectangular, evenly distributed and projecting from the outer wall surface,
with two semicircular ones at the southwest side. The gate is centrally placed at
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the centre of the west side; it was positioned at right angles to the wall so that it
was protected from direct assaults.

Large parts of the walls were built with roughly hewn stones, without mortar
(drystone technique), while other sections have a rubble core with lime mortar.
Fragments of broken tiles and amphora sherds were occasionally used for the
rough coursing of the stones. Ashlar blocks were used for structurally sensitive
points, such as the tower corners. Two building phases have been recognized,
although their dates are hard to establish. The earliest phase, which included the
whole enclosure, was attributed to the 7th century. At a later date there was an
effort to improve the walls, coupled with the construction of cisterns, which
would augment the settlement’s capacity to resist attacks. The walls remained in
active use until the early 13th century, when the area eventually came under
Venetian rule.

Apalirou has been interpreted as a fortified urban site founded for the first time
in the mid-7th century, and as such it is seen as a rare case for the Byzantine
Empire. The complex and densely built settlement housed not only a standing
garrison but also a substantial civilian population.

Similarly, a number of fortified towns on the island of Crete have been attri-
buted to this period. The fortification of Kydonia (Chania, Greece)45 occupied a
naturally defensible hill (Kastelli) where a Hellenistic citadel once stood, over-
looking a secure harbour on the north coast of Crete. Its plan is oval, following
the contour of the hill, with an orientation from east to west. On the north and
partly the east and west sides, the wall simply covers the rock of the hill, while on
the (smooth) south side, it rises high above ground level. Excavations on the
south side proved that – at least on this side – there was a moat and an outer wall.
The moat was probably intended to be filled with water.

The wall had rectangular and pentagonal towers with straight segments in
between. The towers did not bond to the curtain and rather rose above it. On the
south side excavators discovered that the towers were built at a higher level, since
the wall itself rested on an earlier Hellenistic enclosure. Two main gates opened
on the east and west sides, with lesser gates north and south. The main west gate
opened between two towers, of which the south one partially survives. This tower
was much larger than the rest and could have played a important defensive role.

The walls were built mainly with well-cut blocks from ancient monuments,
including columns, capitals, architraves, door jambs and simple rectangular
blocks. The excavators dated the Byzantine fortification of Chania to the period
from the mid-7th to the 8th century, based on comparisons with other similar
structures. It is known that the Arabs occupied the fort following a siege in c.823,
after which there is no further mention of it.

Gortyna (Crete)46 was a large metropolitan city, situated in the most fertile
part of the island. During the 6th and 7th centuries the city remained unwalled
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and does not appear to have shrunk or been abandoned; on the contrary its large
aqueduct was repaired, bringing water to at least fifty fountains and marking the
dispersed settlement pattern. The only fortified part was the citadel, which occu-
pied a hill. The walls of the citadel were strengthened with towers, one of which
was pentagonal (prow-shaped). A large rectangular complex – the function of
which is still debated – was built at the top of the citadel hill. A branch of the
aqueduct brought water to the citadel, feeding a large open reservoir.

Various dates have been proposed for the erection of the walls, such as the end
of the 7th century, following a large earthquake in 670. A lead seal of an imperial
administrator from the middle of the 7th century, found in the pentagonal tower,
proves that the citadel functioned as the administrative centre of the city. In
hagiographic sources the citadel is known as the Fort of Drimeos.

Eleutherna (Crete)47, in contrast to Gortyna, was one of the smallest cities on
the island, located on a naturally fortified location in the northwestern foothills of
Mt Ida. The Hellenistic city covered the area of two neighbouring hills (known
as Pyrgi and Nisi), but it was restricted to Pyrgi from Roman times onwards.
The hill was surrounded by rivers that allowed access only from the south. The
erection of walls surrounding the hill must have been a significant change for
the residents. Currently, only some of the towers are preserved to a substantial
height. One of them is rectangular, with a side measuring c.5m and a solid base.
The core was constructed with rough stones, bricks, and mortar, while the façades
were covered with ashlar blocks in rows with broken bricks at the joints. The
surviving parts of the enclosure were similarly built, but the façades, in most cases,
have fallen off or were purposely detached to reuse the blocks. This masonry style,
encountered also in Kydonia and Gortyna, has been dated to the 7th century, with
Eleutherna most probably dating from the early 7th century.

Fortifications of Asia Minor
The fortifications of Asia Minor that have been attributed to this period fall into
two categories. The first comprises large civic and military centres. If previously
fortified, then the new, 7th- and 8th-century enclosures usually occupied the
citadel or a small part of the earlier walls, reducing their circumference and there-
fore the numbers required to man them. If these centres were without walls, then
a small section was delineated with ramparts, usually in an easy-to-defend area of
the city, using the available building material from older structures. A notable
exception is Nicaea, whose earlier walls were greatly renovated in a more monu-
mental masonry style, obviously for political reasons.

The reduced enclosures are not necessarily linked to a smaller population but
rather to needing to be able to defend a population with a reduced number of
soldiers. When these walls were built, enemy attacks were not a theoretical future
possibility: they were a reality that needed to be dealt with every year, and there-
fore the local population had to be able to survive, even if protected by a smaller
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number of soldiers. Both a city wall and a citadel were added in Ankyra, signifying
its exceptional role as the military centre of central Anatolia.

It should be noted that many of these centres (for example, Nicaea/Iznik,
Ankyra/Ankara, and Kotyaion/Kütahya) were further strengthened in the first half
of the 9th century, with a clear aim to ‘upgrade’ their walls and provide further
means of active defence, usually with the addition of extra flanking towers. This
initiative seems part of an orchestrated central policy to instill feelings of
grandeur and security among the population of the empire. It was particularly
evident in the monumental inscriptions that constantly reminded the locals of
imperial patronage, as was also the case for the walls of the capital.

The second category of fortifications has been recorded by earlier scholars as
the mountain forts and ‘refuge sites of the Dark Ages’.48 They usually comprise
simple rubble constructions, built on mountaintops with no distinctive or identi-
fiable features. Many encompass large areas with no traces of regular habitation
detected. With the exception of the Dereağzı fort, no dating clues can be pro-
vided by either the masonry or the finds; their names did not survive either. Foss
has proposed that we should recognize them as temporary strongholds to safe-
guard local populations in the face of recurring Arab raids; it is a subject that
remains open to further research.

Of the major civic centres of Asia Minor that received new walls or additions
during this period, only a few have been studied so far, often as part of wider
excavation projects (Sardis, Pergamon, Ephesus, Miletos, Amorium, Xanthos,
Patara, and Side);49 in sites where massive walls are still standing (as in Ankyra,
Kotyaion, Nicaea, Telmessos-Makre)50 research has focused on discerning con-
struction features in relation to masonry types.

In the case of Nicaea (Iznik, Turkey)51 two new building phases have been
recognized, adding to the pre-existing Roman walls. The aim was clearly to repair
or reinforce the existing enclosure, which was vital to the internal communication
network of Anatolia. The first building phase (8th century) included three main
categories of works (see Plate 29): the first was the rebuilding of towers and wall
sections, the second was the addition of a new, higher wall-walk (balustrade)
throughout the wall perimeter, and the third was the construction of a wall con-
necting the southwest enclosure corner to the shore of the lake. Rebuilding was
constrained mainly to the parts adjoining the Istanbul Gate, while lesser works
survive near the South Lake Gate. The higher wall-walk endowed the enclosure
with a higher defensive zone, by c.1.80m, which is largely preserved in the
southern and eastern sections of the walls. Finally, the lake wall prohibited
enemies from attacking the enclosure from the water.

The 8th-century works were all executed exclusively with high-quality ancient
material, the majority of it former theatre seats, although many statue bases and
columns were also used. The blocks were set either horizontally, to cover the

100 Byzantine Fortifications



byzantine fortications - Press

wall-walk surface, or vertically when used for the new crenels. This ashlar con-
struction is well made and stands out from the rest of the masonry. It served less
practical purposes – more a desire to prove the military prowess of the reigning
dynasty.

The second building phase, dated to the 9th century, was more extensive. It
included the addition of new towers set among the existing ones, especially on the
east and south sides, between the Yenishehir and Lefke Gates. This reduced the
distance between the towers by half and effectively doubled the defence capability
of these exposed parts. The walls east of the South Lake Gate were reinforced
from their inner side, since the original wall was probably considered too weak.
The inner side, between Towers 95 and 99, was built with alternating bands of
bricks and stones. Here there were blind arches that supported the wall-walk.

The new towers were constructed in two ways: those in the southwest wall
(Towers 97–100) were built with a lower part of alternating bands of stones and
bricks and an upper part built solely with bricks. Roughly preserved spolia were
used for the tower base. These towers are built in the style of the day, reminiscent
of similar examples from Ankyra.

The second group of towers – those added on the south side (the even numbers
between Towers 1 and 19) – have a façade of bricks and a rubble core. They are
built on a stone base of spolia, which was set sometimes in an ordered manner and
other times carelessly. The towers do not bond to the adjoining wall and lack the
ground-floor side gates of the pre-existing towers. They are built c.2m above the

Plate 29. Nicaea (Iznik). The walls of the 8th century. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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3rd-century ground level. The builders attempted to copy the 3rd-century
towers, but the new ones exhibit many differences, such as thicker bricks that are
set in a different way.

At the mid-height of the towers there are rooms with arrow slits or ballistae
openings. These rooms are sometimes below the wall-walk level, but are more
often at the same level or slightly above it, meaning that bows and ballistae were
the main forms of defence. At the tower summit there would have been a flat roof
with battlements for the catapults. In one case the original crenels are preserved.

In the mid-8th century Nicaea became the capital of the Opsikion theme,
which extended to the northwest part of Asia Minor. The city was attacked by a
large Arab force that encircled the city in 727 and levelled a section of the walls.
Therefore the 8th-century building phase is dated immediately after the Arabs’
departure, in c.730. An inscription preserved on a tower mentions Emperors
Leo III and Constantine V, and, based on masonry resemblances, all similarly
built sections are attributed to the same rulers (see Plate 30). These works were
intended to repair damage from the Arab attack and to correct for the gradual
rising of the ground level due to earth silting.

The second building phase is attributed to Michael III, who conducted a large
reconstruction programme in 858. Many inscriptions are preserved (although
none in situ), and in at least eight inscriptions the emperor is named as the builder
of a tower. Although the reason for this building programme is not clarified

Plate 30. Nicaea (Iznik). The dedicatory inscription mentioning emperors Leo III and Constantine V.

(Photo: David Hendrix)
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anywhere, the fact that Michael’s towers are built 2m above the previous ones is a
strong indication that, over the years, silting reduced the relative height of the
walls, which then needed to be raised to restore their defensive capability.

The Byzantine fortification of Sardis (Turkey)52 occupies the ancient citadel
some 300m above the ancient city. The fortification probably enclosed the whole
perimeter of the citadel. Today, however, due to soil erosion, only two small
parts are preserved: the south part, which follows the contour of the rock and is
reinforced by towers, and the western part. The latter has been described in a
variety of ways: a small section of wall with an isolated tower (Foss); an isolated
section of a double wall with gate (Vann); and two ‘flying’ or ‘hanging towers’
(Hanfmann).

The south wall is preserved to a length of c.200m. Its thickness reaches c.3m,
and it is preserved to a height of c.10m. The wall is founded on bedrock, after the
removal/destruction of older constructions from the area. The foundations were
set in a ditch c.1m deep, dug into the bedrock. The core of the south wall is
rubble masonry with lime mortar. Many older architectural fragments have been
used for the stones. The façade is impressive, built solely with spolia that was
intentionally placed so that the walls appeared to be made of marble; it uses
marble blocks from statue bases, architraves, fulcrums and capitals, many of
which bear inscriptions. The material was set in horizontal bands, as regularly as
possible. The voids and the joints are filled in with broken bricks and smaller
stones, and the mortar is pink with inclusions of chipped brick. However, the
upper part is built with bricks, both new and reused.

The south wall is reinforced with solid triangular projections and two rect-
angular towers. At the centre of the south wall is preserved a gate. It is a simple
opening, covered with a semicircular arch, and built next to a rectangular tower.
A defensive feature is maintained at the upper end of the south part: a covered
corridor/gallery is built within the wall, with large, arched arrow slits towards the
exterior, pointing to Mt Tmolos. This corridor is built with bricks and belongs to
the original construction. It is preserved to a length of c.42m, with a width of
5–5.5m. It has been described as Byzantine barracks.

The western part lies c.400m to the west of the south part. There are two
pieces of masonry founded on significantly eroded bedrock. The smaller one has
a triangular plan. The western part of the wall is built with spolia, whose bands
alternate with zones of bricks. As for the tower on the western wall, nothing has
been published. In the west wall there are two arched gates, set at right angles.
It is probably a single gate complex with two successive gates.

The walls were dated to the mid-7th century – around 660 – based on archaeo-
logical data. The more recent spolia pieces were dated to the period of Justinian,
after 539. The city was destroyed by the Persians in 616, and there are no traces
of habitation until the time of Constans II, when large public works took place in
the area, namely the construction of a large military road and the fortifications.
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The walls continued to function until the Turkish conquest of the city in the
early 14th century.

Pergamon (Turkey)53 preserves a fortification that had enclosed the citadel
and monumental centre of the ancient city. As a result, the size of the city was
drastically reduced. The new wall made systematic use of pre-existing buildings,
which is why it ended up being dismantled by archaeologists, especially in the
south part, where Jupiter’s temple is located. The wall was built with a rubble
core, incorporating many architectural fragments set within solid lime mortar.
The façade was also built with spolia in horizontal courses.

Of special interest is its northeast corner, where the wall was constructed with
the ruins of the Faustina temple. The builders dismantled the Roman temple and
used its pieces in reverse, with the architrave on the lower part, followed by the
pillars and the podium stones on the top. The columns were set obliquely to the
wall, so as to function as headers, and connected the façade to the core.

During the excavations and the dismantling of the walls large quantities of
Constans II coins were discovered, thus dating its construction to the 7th century.

Ephesus (Turkey)54 remained during this period a sizeable and populous
settlement, despite the destruction it may have suffered from the Persian inva-
sions and the Arab raids that followed. The new walls of this period enclosed less
than half the area of the Late Antique city, stretching from the port and the
theatre in the south to the circus in the north. It incorporated the outer walls of
existing buildings (the Stadium, Baths of Vedius, Church of Virgin Mary), ran
directly over lesser structures, and left important structures outside its circuit.
It had virtually no towers, with its main entrance being a double complex of gates.
It was built with reused marble blocks, some from the Hellenistic walls, over a
mortared rubble core.

A second smaller fortress encircled the basilica of St John, located 1km away
on Ayasuluk Hill. Its main feature was the so-called Gate of Persecutions, the
entrance to the fortress, flanked by massive towers. Two building periods have
been identified: during the first, two square towers guarded a system of double
gates (inner and outer). Later on, the towers received an outer masonry shell and
became pentagonal (prow-shaped). They each had a vaulted brick chamber at
first-floor level. The masonry was again built with a mortared rubble core faced
with marble spolia (largely from the Stadium and the Temple of Artemis).

The city became the seat of the strategos of the Thrakesion theme, as well as of
the Metropolitan. The city walls were probably built after the destruction of
614, while the fortress, along with the Gate of Persecutions, dated from the
mid-7th century (first phase) and the first half of the 8th century (second phase).

In nearby Miletos (Turkey)55 a similarly reduced circuit of walls enclosed the
most monumental neighbourhoods of the imperial-era city centre. In its course it
incorporated parts of public buildings (the Baths of Capito and Faustina). The
earlier, 2nd-century Market Gate, an ornate, multistorey entranceway, became
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the principal city gate in the new fortifications and had a new tower flanking
the entrance on its exterior. The massive theatre, which stood at the highest spot
of the city, now served as part of the trapezoidal citadel, with walls blocking all
the former entrances; it was strengthened with square and triangular solid
projections.

The city walls appear to have been 2–3m thick (but the citadel’s were 3.5m
thick), and their construction made abundant use of older material (ashlar blocks,
inscriptions, broken statues) for both the core and the façades, which were
arranged to look both impressive and monumental. Despite earlier attributions to
the 6th century, they probably were built in the late 7th or 8th century.

Ankyra (Ankara, Turkey)56 was the main Byzantine military base in central
Asia Minor. In its present form the fortification consists of the citadel/keep, an
inner ward and an outer ward (see Plate 31). The earlier (probably 3rd century)
extensive enclosure that surrounded the whole area has left very few visible traces.

The inner ward enclosed an area measuring c.3506150m at the summit of a
large elevated rock that overlooks the ancient city and the wider area (see Plate 32).
It is roughly rectangular, with the long sides to the east and west. The walls
include forty pentagonal towers and a massive polygonal tower at the southeast
corner. The main gate opened to the south, with a secondary gate to the west and
three more on the steep east side. There was no moat or outer wall; both deemed
unnecessary due to the natural defences of the site.

The walls were c.5m thick, and they had two defensive zones: the wall-walk at
battlement level and a covered gallery running on a lower level with fire slots/
embrasures for ballistae. The lower part of the masonry is structured with a
rubble core and a façade solely made of spolia set carefully in courses, often with a
decorative intent. The upper part of the enclosure is built with reused stones in
courses: every five courses alternates with three bands of bricks. The spolia here
are placed less carefully, and most of them are broken. All the reused material
came from the ruins of the ancient city. Parts of sculpture, capitals, architraves,
and inscriptions were set in more prominent positions. A notable case is found
between the south gate barbican towers, where a series of ancient altars was
incorporated on the walls, with relief fragments above and below. The western
wall, being on a steep cliff, was made with less elaborate materials.

The towers are set closely together, at intervals of 8–12m. At certain points on
the east side they are set even closer together, just 4–5m apart. The towers are
6–8m wide and carry three lines of defence, with two superimposed vaulted
rooms and a flat embattled roof. The lower rooms had fire slots on the sides for
archers. The upper rooms had rectangular openings for ballistae on all sides and
were connected to the covered gallery of the wall, which was defended with
similar weapons. Additionally, catapults were placed on the roof. This system was
applied throughout the inner ward. All towers were in a pointed pentagon shape,
and the general view was a series of prow-shaped constructions, almost adjacent
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Plate 31 (above). Ankyra (Ankara). Plan of the walls. (Source: Peschlow, ‘Ancyra’)

Plate 32 (opposite). Ankyra (Ankara). View of the inner ward: in 1938 and in 2009.

(Source: Koç University – VEKAM Archive/Photo: author)
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to each other, that overlooked the ancient and medieval city. Another peculiar
feature is that both the wall and the towers reach the same height, meaning that
the towers project from the walls but do not rise above them.

One exceptional building was the larger southeast tower; it was more like a
small fort than a simple tower, with a polygonal wall surrounding an inner oval
court measuring 15620m. Already during the Byzantine times it was externally
reinforced with the addition of new masonry so that the thickness of its walls at
certain points reached c.8m. However, later Ottoman additions have obscured its
original defensive arrangements.

The main gate of the inner ward preserves its original barbican. This was a
small, rectangular area outside the walls, with its gate set at right angles to the
wall gate. It was long and narrow so that ox-carts and the like passing through the
first gate could turn to cross the second. The barbican gate closed with a port-
cullis, while the wall gate closed with a double-leaf wooden door.

The outer ward, occupying the hillside and surrounding an area slightly larger
than the inner ward, doubled the protected area and the defensive lines. A small
projecting rectangular tower was built at the junction point of the two wards.
These walls, presently extensively rebuilt, differed greatly from the inner ward.
The wall was c.3m thick and the intervals between towers fluctuated between
20 and 30m. The majority of towers are rectangular, with a width of c.10m and a
projection of c.8m from the wall. Circular towers, reminiscent of those in Nicaea,
flank both gates.

The walls and towers of the outer ward were also built with spolia set in
courses, but less regularly or decoratively. The rectangular towers were built
exclusively of reused material. The circular towers show a refinement: the one at
the south part of the lower gate has a band of seven brick courses alternating with
the spolia, while the superstructure was built exclusively with bricks. This tower
preserves its original crenellation that later on went out of use. The upper gate
tower has a series of column fulcrums at about its mid-height. An external gate
closed by a portcullis was added at a later time. It created a small rectangular area
between the new and the old doorways, vaguely reminiscent of the upper ward
barbican.

A third small ward, the citadel/keep, occupied the northeast corner at the
highest point of the inner ward. The largest part was rebuilt during Ottoman
times, but the lower parts and the general plan probably belong to the Byzantine
era. It has two large pentagonal towers with inner chambers and relatively weak
walls on the south side, very different from the strong towers of the inner ward.
The façade, with large spolia set in irregular courses, is identical to the outer ward
masonry.

We know that the ancient city of Ankyra received its first extensive enclosure,
probably in the 3rd century. After the Persian wars (in the course of which it was
attacked), the city was turned into the capital of a theme, the seat of its general
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and his imperial forces, and capable of hosting a large army. Its guards protected
the whole northern area of the Anatolian plateau, along with the main route to
the capital, from Arab incursions. Late in the 8th century the city suffered greatly
in an Arab raid; this forced Nikephoros I (802–811) to rebuild the city. Another
Arab attack in 838 resulted in Emperor Michael III embarking on an extensive
construction programme, according to sources.

Lawrence believed that the inner ward dated from the period of Constans II
(641–668), with repairs and modifications by later emperors (Leo III, Nikeph-
oros I, Michael III), while the outer ward was constructed after 806. Foss identi-
fied three building phases. According to him, the original inner ward was built in
the mid-7th century; from this early ward only the lower parts of the walls and
towers survive, built with rubble core and spolia façade. In the early 9th century
Nikephoros I constructed the outer ward on the hillside, also with a spolia façade
(although the blocks were not placed as carefully or decoratively). Nikephoros I
could also have been responsible for the building of the citadel/keep, since its
earlier parts are reminiscent of the outer ward structure.

In 859 Michael III initiated a large plan for the reinforcement of the walls. The
upper part of the inner ward was completely rebuilt with new bands of spolia,
zones of bricks, and stone. The earlier towers were heightened, while new ones
were added on the south side, so that the intervals between towers were shortened
to 4–5m. Peschlow, finally, believed that the 3rd-century enclosure was used and
preserved until the early 9th century. He supported that the turning point in the
city’s history was the Arab attack of 838. Afterwards, Michael III had the remains
of the 3rd-century wall dismantled and the whole hilltop fortification complex
(inner and outer ward, citadel/keep) was built as part of a single construction
enterprise.

The ancient port city of Amastris (Amasra, Turkey),57 situated on the
northern coastline of Asia Minor, acquired a strategic significance and was there-
fore heavily fortified during this period. The settlement occupied a promontory
(Zindan Kalesi) linked to the mainland by a narrow isthmus. An inner citadel (İç
Kale) was later modified by the Genoese. Walls also covered a nearby island (Boz
Tepe), serving perhaps as a military base linked to the promontory by a fortified
bridge (a unique feature of Byzantine fortifications).

The Byzantine walls incorporated, or were built on top of, the earlier Hellen-
istic enclosure. However, they were far more massive and sophisticated. Both the
(south-facing) land walls of Zindan Kalesi and those of Boz Tepe consist of a
double line with an outer curtain protecting the main (inner) wall. Postern gates
facilitated communication between the two defensive lines. The inner wall of
Zindan Kalesi is preserved to a maximum height of c.9m. The (north-facing) sea
walls of Zindan Kalesi are a single enclosure, since the rocky cliffs provide natural
protection.
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The walls were strengthened with rectangular towers, spaced closely together
on the land side; the eight towers here are spaced 10–20m apart. Rebuilt sections
also had round and triangular towers. Two main gates opened in the south
Zindan Kalesi walls (west and east), with a single gate leading to Boz Tepe. The
Boz Tepe gate was protected by a (later) barbican. In all cases, the axis of the gate
lay at right angles to the walls, i.e. they were bent entrances.

The Amastris walls were largely built with blocks taken from ancient buildings,
and many marble spolia were used in a decorative manner. Crow and Hill (1995)
identified four building phases, with the third one being particularly monumental
and decorative.

Amastris became an imperial fleet harbour and a theme capital, both of which
explain its impressive fortification. Based on comparative material, wall construc-
tion commenced in the 7th century, with the third phase dating to the early
8th century.

Kotyaion (Kütahya, Turkey)58 was another significant centre in Asia Minor,
part of a network linking the major regional centres (Dorylaion, Nicaea, Niko-
medeia, Ankyra, Prousa, Amorium, etc.) with the Anatolian plateau, as well as
with the western shores. The castle occupied a hill rising c.130m from the sur-
rounding fertile valleys (see Plate 33). The walls in their present condition include
the citadel, the upper ward, and the lower ward.

Based on architectural features and historic evidence, Foss discerned four con-
secutive building phases on the walls, with the earliest dated to the 9th century.
This first building phase was altered by later interventions, and it is visible today
only where the later modifications have collapsed. The defensive system of the
first period included only the upper ward, an oval-shaped enclosure that followed
the hill’s contour, with dimensions of c.3506300m. It consisted of main and
outer walls, built closely together. Especially in the more exposed parts of the
walls, Early Byzantine capitals with crosses were inserted in the masonry near
the ground level, interpreted as potential invocations of divine protection for the
construction.

The main wall had towers at regular intervals, built with spolia in irregular
courses alternating with brick zones. Two towers were built with a base of spolia
and a superstructure of all-brick masonry. The towers are of two types: rect-
angular and semicircular, identified from their connection to the outer wall.
Rectangular ones built in the weak parts of the wall, where it changes course,
were significant to its defence. Often these walls project to a point near the outer
wall at a distance of c.1.75m.

The semicircular towers are mainly built along the west wall and project to
lean against the outer wall, thus linking the main wall to the outer wall, a system
not found elsewhere. The southwest side of the wall differed from the rest
because, instead of towers, it had triangular or semicircular projections.
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The outer wall has no towers in its surviving parts. It must have been 3–4m
high and 1.60m wide. It was a relatively simple structure, built with roughly rect-
angular stones.

There are no written sources concerning the dating of Kotyaion’s walls. It was
one of the main military bases of the Opsikion theme. In 866 the local general
revolted against Michael III and was confined to the Kotyaion, the first mention
of a fort at the city. The first Kotyaion walls are later than the Early Byzantine
period, since many spolia of that period were incorporated in the masonry. Based
on masonry style and fortification features, Foss concluded that the walls prob-
ably were connected to the wider building programme of Michael III.

In the regional capital of Amorium (Hisarköy, Turkey)59 walls of this period
surround the upper city, an artificial oval hill with an area of c.5ha at a height of
20m above the surrounding ground level (see Plate 23). The walls followed the
contour of the summit, and today only their trace is visible at ground level. They
were strengthened by projecting rectangular towers, interspaced with a number
of gates. At the southeast and southwest angles the walls were connected to the
lower city’s Early Byzantine enclosure, and therefore for some time they co-
existed as part of the same defensive system.

Excavations in the upper city revealed two separate building phases for the
wall. The earliest one was built with reused large blocks, taken from Roman
buildings and the extensive cemeteries around the city. This building phase is

Plate 33. Kotyaion (Kütahya). View of the walls. (Photo: author)
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visible in some parts on the hill surface but lies buried under the later enclosure in
others. In the second building phase the inner side of the wall was lined with
blind arches that supported the wall-walk.

From c.640 the city became the military centre of the army of Anatolikon and
its chief, the magister militum per Orientem. It later became the capital of the
Anatolikon theme and a key site for the defence of Byzantine territory against
Arab raids. Based on excavation data, the early upper city enclosure must be dated
to the early or mid-7th century and be related to the new military role of
Amorium. The military authorities were stationed in the upper city, while the city
continued to be protected by the lower city enclosure. In 838 it fell under siege
and the walls were rendered obsolete by the armies of Chalif Al Mutasim, yet it
quickly reverted to Byzantine control. At some time after 838 the destroyed
upper city enclosure was rebuilt (second building phase) while the lower city walls
were never used again.

Anazarbos in Cilicia (Turkey)60 was situated along the main route through
Anatolia to the eastern borders. A circuit of walls was erected around part of the
urban fabric. Its south gate incorporated a late 2nd-century triumphal arch that
opened to the main colonnaded road of the city. The exterior façade of the gate
itself was carefully maintained.

The wall circuit was definitely built after the 6th century, based on the incor-
poration of spolia in the masonry. The techniques, thickness, and lack of archi-
tectural ornamentation point to a date in the 7th century. In this period
Anazarbos was a critical bastion near a threatened frontier.

A single fort of this period has been surveyed at Dereağzı (Turkey)61 in southeast
Asia Minor. It is usually associated with the exceptional, large Middle-Byzantine
church located in its vicinity and known by the same name.

The fort was constructed on the site of an ancient fortification, occupying
a high, pyramid-shaped hill. It consisted of multiple sections adjusted to the
topography: an outer ward with its north wall, almost 200m long, flanked with
rectangular, pentagonal, and triangular towers; an inner circuit; and a citadel with
a long spur wall leading to a tower that overlooked a gorge.

The walls were constructed with reused ashlar block and rubble. The fortress
protected the large basin of Kasaba and guarded the route from inland to the
Mediterranean coast. It was obviously an elaborate construction perhaps protect-
ing a new settlement. The Dereağzı church is usually attributed to the 8th or
9th century, a date proposed also for the fort.
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Chapter 5

The Fortifications of the
10th and 11th Centuries

Introduction – The Major Conflicts
This chapter discusses the fortifications of an ever-expanding empire, a state
that continually extended its frontiers by adding new provinces and territories.
This era of military prowess and territorial gains is usually connected to the
Macedonian dynasty. Despite the territorial successes of earlier emperors (those
of the Isaurian and Amorian dynasties), which were traditionally discredited and
only lately have attained the recognition they deserve, the ‘real’ Byzantine apogee
started in the first decades of the 10th century and continued uninterrupted to the
mid-11th century, its last act being the annex of Ani, in Armenia. Nevertheless,
the third quarter of the 11th century witnessed the utter reversal of this situation,
usually connected to the defeat at Mantzikert in 1071 (and will therefore be
examined in the following chapter). Scholars now recognize that the subsequent
loss of Asia Minor was a complex phenomenon related equally to the internal
turmoil caused by civil wars and to the continuous Turkmen raids. The result was
a new territorial reality, one that will be encountered in the following chapter.

The Events of the 10th Century
In the Balkans and along the northern borders Byzantium had to deal with a
multitude of new tribes and people from the early 10th century onwards (Hungar-
ians, Pechenegs, Russ, Khazars). This period saw the enactment of two policies:
the first sought to establish stability and to cultivate the Byzantine influence on
‘barbarian’ people through religious affiliations, acculturation, gift-giving or
marriage; in some cases imperial agents simply tried to balance the power of one
tribe with another. It was hoped that the empire could thus avoid raids, retain
control of international commerce and avert alliances between neighbours against
the empire.

The second policy was constant military action to subdue the Bulgarians, and
then the Russ, who temporarily took possession of Bulgaria in the mid-
10th century. The military history of the period can be divided into three phases.

The first phase commenced with the rule of the Bulgarian king Symeon
(893–927). Both sides experienced victories and defeats; some respites in the
fighting were usually the result of the Byzantium agreeing to yearly payments.
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Symeon besieged, unsuccessfully, Constantinople in 913 and continued his raids
in Epirus and Thessaly over the following years. In the face of a full-scale military
response by the empire, he was able to gain a substantial victory at the battle of
(Bulgarian) Anchialos (917). He went on to raid the Greek provinces and overrun
eastern Thrace, even reaching the borders of the capital.1

The second phase opened in 860 with a surprise attack against Constantinople
by the Russ. Another such attack in 941 was again successfully crushed with the
use of Greek fire.2 After 968, however, at the invitation of the Byzantines, they
attacked Bulgaria under the leadership of Svjatoslav and finally established them-
selves there, becoming a permanent threat to the empire. They were defeated in
970 (Arkadioupolis) and 971 (Dorostolon), after which they retreated north,
leaving Bulgaria as a Byzantine province.3

The third military phase started at the very end of the century with the Bul-
garian revolt led by the Komitopouloi brothers and eventually conducted under
the leadership of Samuel. From 986 the Bulgarian kingdom consolidated its grasp
on a large part of the Balkans.4

Fighting in the Aegean focused on the annihilation of the raiding pirate fleets
and the return of Byzantine hegemony over the seas. Control of the sea routes and
the safety of coastal areas had become problematic since the Arab conquest of
Crete, with numerous reports of deserted islands and harbour cities being plun-
dered by Arab fleets. One of the worst disasters was the sack of Thessaloniki in
904, which shocked contemporaries.5 The recovery of the emirate of Crete was a
geopolitical necessity for Byzantium to re-affirm its control over the sea; following
a disastrous attempt in 949, it was finally accomplished in 961 by general (later
Emperor) Nikephoros Phokas, after a forceful siege of the capital Chandax
(Herakleion).6

At the same time, throughout this period Byzantium managed to hold on to its
south Italian territories, fighting against both the Arabs of Sicily and the other
local states (as in 915).7

The greatest military successes took place in the eastern parts of Asia Minor,
where the Byzantines took the initiative and were attacking rather than defend-
ing. The earlier raids of Basil I in Arab Cilicia (877) were followed by a regular
army invasion from the early 10th century onwards, under the leadership of
generals such as John Kourkouas.8 Many aspects of this war – the siege and the
conquest of fortified cities – were recorded or pictured in the illuminated manu-
script of the John Skylitzes chronicle (now in Madrid).9 Melitene was conquered
in 934, its walls reportedly annihilated. Amida, Daras and Nisivis were taken in
942–943; Edessa capitulated and was spared in exchange for the relic of the Holy
Mandylion that was sent to Constantinople in great pomp and circumstance
(see below).10 Military activity intensified in the second half of the 10th century,
resulting in a series of Byzantine triumphs in Cilicia, Mesopotamia and Syria.
The Byzantines reclaimed at least fifty-five walled cities (according to Byzantine
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authors), including Samosata (958), Tarsus (965), Emesa (968), Antioch (969),
Halep (969–970), Amida (972), Beirut and Sidon (975).

The Events of the 11th Century
After small-scale and largely unsuccessful attempts, Byzantine counterattacks in
the Balkan territories against Samuel started in 997 and resulted in a major
Bulgarian defeat at the Battle of Spercheios.11 Once Basil II had secured control
of central and southern Greece, he proceeded to wage war in the Bulgarian
territory. Bulgaria was subdued in 1018; the ‘highlight’ of the war was the battle
at Kleidion (1014), where Basil II reportedly blinded almost all the prisoners,
sparing only one man per each group of 100 men. Nevertheless, the Bulgarians
revolted again in 1039, only to be subdued once more in 1041. At the same time
the Russ raided the coastline of the Black Sea (1043); they were defeated with the
use of Greek fire and land forces.

In the eastern provinces the first half of the century was relatively uneventful; a
series of annexations added to the empire’s territories, but these were accom-
plished more by a combination of diplomacy and political pressure than by
military action. The last such territory to be added to the empire was Armenia, in
the early 11th century.

In the second half of the 11th century the Seljuk Turks appeared on the eastern
borders, capturing Armenia and a number of fortified frontier cities (Melitene,
Sebasteia, Ani, Caesarea) and gradually moving west.12 Emperor Romanos IV
Diogenes assembled a large army to meet this new challenge, and one of his first
steps was to reconstruct the forts and the walls of cities (like Theodosioupolis/
Erzurum and Mantzikert); no traces of his reconstructions survive. His intention
was not to stop the Seljuk advance but to recover lost territories. Therefore, he
did not concentrate on fortifying cities and protecting lands still under Byzantine
control. Rather, he tried to gain a decisive open-field victory with the hopes of
crushing the enemy.

His failure at Mantzikert in 1071 led to the destruction of the standing Byzan-
tine army but not to the collapse of Byzantine authority in Asia Minor.
Permanent territorial annexation required the surrender of fortified cities and
control points, which only happened during the ensuing civil wars among the
contenders for the Byzantine throne: lacking adequate forces, they all used Turk-
men mercenaries, to whom the various castles surrendered. By the time Alexios I
Komnenos managed to neutralize his adversaries and secure the capital (1081),
only the coastline opposite Constantinople remained under his direct rule.

Sources Relevant to Fortifications
The 10th-century Byzantine apogee was reflected in the prolific literature on
military matters. An unprecedented number of works are dated to this period,
dealing extensively with every facet of the war efforts.
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The earliest military manual of this period was composed in c.905 by Emperor
Leo VI; it is called the Taktika/Tactical Constitutions.13 Leo states clearly that his
purpose was to revive military science in the face of the Arab threat. Although
he probably never set foot on a battlefield and relied heavily on older sources, he
also provides original knowledge on the warfare of this period, especially when
describing the current enemies/neighbours of the empire and the established
methods and innovations for frontier fighting (skirmishes, guerrilla warfare and
raiding), as well as naval warfare. His writings obviously reflected the conditions
of the 9th and early 10th centuries and extensively influenced later works.

The next manual dates to the middle of the 10th century. It is known under the
title Sylloge Tacticorum/Sullocǵ Taktikv́n/Compilation of Tactics.14 Bearing the
(debated) date 903–904 in its title, it was wrongly attributed to Emperor Leo VI
(and often confused with the Taktika). It consists of 102 extant chapters divided
into three parts: the first includes a wide variety of military subjects, such as sieges,
marching formations, raids, ambushes, encampment, spies, etc. The second con-
tains subjects such as protecting against poisonous food and poisonous arrows and
using flammable mixtures against cavalry. The final part deals with stratagems and
recounts anecdotes of military commanders.

Three anonymous works specifically address attacking and defending walled
cities. The first one has been attributed to the first half of the 10th century: it is a
treatise on siege warfare, conventionally known as De obsidione toleranda/How to
withstand sieges.15 Its probable date stems from its mentions of the capture of
Thessaloniki (904) and the fall of Kitros (924). The text focuses on the Balkan
provinces of the empire. The author carefully describes the steps to be taken by a
city to prepare for a coming attack, including gathering food provisions and
collecting raw materials for weapons and military equipment. At the same time,
the author notes that sources that could be used by the enemy should also be
neutralized. The manual suggests that the population must be mobilized: able-
bodied citizens and soldiers should man the patrols; certain craftsmen (carpen-
ters, smiths, rope-makers) should work to prepare equipment; those unable to
fight should be evacuated; those suspected of treason (such as criminals) should
be rounded up. Finally, it recommends a series of works and repairs for forti-
fications, including the digging of moats and trenches, repairing and heightening
the ramparts (even doubling them if possible), and setting up traps and ambushes.

The two other instructional manuals are commonly known under the names
Parangelmata Poliorcetica and Geodesia, and their anonymous author is usually
called ‘Heron of Byzantium’.16 Both texts are dated to the 10th century and are
largely compilations and supplements to earlier (antique) works on siegecraft.
They include instructions on the fabrication of siege machines and devices and on
the use of a dioptra (a type of theodolite used to estimate the required sizes of the
machines). The siege machines discussed include handheld tubes for projecting
Greek fire, tortoises, mobile siege towers and battering rams. The manual refers
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to its potential users as military leaders seeking to besiege Arab cities. The manu-
script containing both texts was richly illustrated with drawings, usually copied or
altered from their ancient sources.

A number of military manuals (taktika) are dated to the second half of the
10th century, an era of prosperity and military achievements. They are both
concise and comprehensive, written with a practical spirit and with few – if any –
theoretical approaches.

The text known as Praecepta Militaria/Stratgcikǵ ékhesiz kai súntajiz

NikgQórou despótou/Presentation and Composition on Warfare by the Emperor
Nikephoros17 is dated to c.965 and attributed to Nikephoros II Phokas. It is
written for commanders of expeditionary forces in the East and describes in detail
the equipment and tactics that were deployed in the offensive wars against
the Arabs. The author discusses various situations, skirmishes, pitched battles,
espionage and reconnaissance. It also included details of the army’s religious
observances, which were considered in line with the emperor’s ascetic values.

An anonymous treatise written in the 970s and known as Perí paradromǵz/De
Velitatione/Skirmishing18 specifically describes the style of ‘guerrilla/hit-and-run’
frontier fighting that had been consistently followed in the eastern borders for the
previous three centuries, until the middle of the 10th century. The author was
probably a high-ranking officer who was experienced in this kind of warfare and
very close to, if not a member of, the Phokas family; he clearly states that he wrote
the text following an order by the deceased Emperor Nikephoros II Phokas (so,
shortly after 969). Next to the detailed narratives on frontier skirmishes and
conflicts on the Anatolian mountainous borders, fortifications are mentioned in
passing as refuges for the countryside population in times of peril, yet they are
also seen, according to Haldon, as essential elements in a system for transmitting
information about the movement of hostile forces.19 Chapter 21 (The siege of a
fortified town) deals with the preparations of fortified towns and how field forces
should act to break the siege.20

The manual known as De Re Militari/Anvnúmou biblíon taktikón/De Castra-
metatione/Campaign Organization and Tactics 21 has been traditionally ascribed to
the general Nikephoros Ouranos and dates to the last decade of the 10th century;
it is addressed to Emperor Basil II and focuses on the advances of the Byzantine
army, with the emperor in command, into enemy lands, probably Bulgaria.
Numbers, details and specific measurements show that the writer had himself
participated in similar endeavours. One of the exceptional features of the text is
that its first chapter describes, in detail, marching camps (either ideal or actual),
accompanied by some (later) sketches. In the later chapters he recounts various
guidelines for field armies on the move. From chapter 21 onwards22 he gives
details on siege warfare (from the point of view of the attacker) and on how to cut
provisions, set camp outside the walls, lure the defenders out, attack the walls, dig
mines, demoralize the defenders, etc.
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Finally the Taktika of Nikephoros Ouranos,23 dated to c.1000, is largely con-
sidered as a paraphrase of earlier authors, including the Praecepta Militaria; yet,
especially in the chapters where he relies on the latter source, the author includes
first-hand updates based on his own experience along the eastern frontiers.

Army Organization
The recovery of the Byzantine state and the switch from a mainly defensive to an
offensive policy led to a change in the organization of its military units. It was
understood that thematic armies could no longer act as semi-independent units
and should rather be coordinated under an effective central command. The light,
flexible cavalry of the 7th century could no longer satisfy the state’s objectives,
since it could not serve as a powerful offensive weapon. In the 10th century the
military commander of the standing army, known as Domestikos ton Scholon,24

increased its jurisdiction and further mercenary units were created and armed by
the central government. The thematic armies were gradually reduced to mere
provincial militias that served alongside the main army force during campaigns.

The appearance of standing field forces, well disciplined and drilled in battle
formations, was a huge boost to the offensive capability of the Byzantine army,
now closely resembling its Roman counterpart.25 These changes are usually con-
nected with the general (and later emperor) Nikephoros Phokas. The key features
of the late 10th-century army were the following:

O a heavily armed infantry able to confront enemy forces, march long dis-
tances and function as garrison troops away from home territory;

O a heavily armed cavalry (known as kataphraktoi) served a sort of ‘strike force’
and could therefore enhance the aggressive power of the army. They would
closely resemble contemporary western knights, with both the warrior and
the horse being covered with armour;

O the main forces were supported by effective units of mounted and infantry
archers;

O new war tactics were put into practice, along with a strict chain of command
to control and contain all the forces; and

O these features were supported by a revived interest in military art, including
tactics, strategy and mechanics.

Within this military system, fortifications were no longer used as defensive but
rather as offensive weapons. Those within the imperial territory served as stations
for the passing field army, as points in the military supply chain and as bases from
which campaigns were conducted. Those occupied or constructed in newly
acquired territories served to reinforce control, facilitate army circulation and
support Byzantine authority.

At the same time, many of the Byzantine victories involved the successful siege
of strong fortifications (such as Dorostolon in the Balkans or Tarsus and Antioch
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in the East), whose conquest sealed the occupation of their respective hinterlands.
These operations, often minutely recorded and seen by contemporaries as
common practice, included the use of advanced siege machines and elaborate
techniques. Siege trains and units with respective know-how (both in besieging
and in defending fortifications) seem to have been a standard feature of the
Byzantine army of this period.

The system was balanced and worked well during the Byzantine apogee (until
the early 11th century). However, the neglect of the locally enlisted forces – the
thematic army – led almost to their extinction.26 Indeed, the idea that the empire
experienced a period of peace following the defeat of all its enemies may explain
the overall neglect of the military and the lack of preparation. In any case, when
war forces were assembled during the second half of the century to face a new
enemy (the Seljuk Turks), they included only mercenaries who were hired for
specific campaigns and therefore were neither loyal to the empire nor partic-
ularly skilled. The army’s destruction came quickly at Mantzikert (1071); it was
followed by a decade of civil wars, until the reign of Alexios I Komnenos (1081).

The Fortifications
When studying this period’s fortifications, the first aspect that becomes clear is
their general scarcity. Few if any castles can be attributed with certainty to this
era, and those that can be are nothing more than mere outposts or small military
stations along the army routes that led to the frontiers. In any case the fortifi-
cations of this period usually occupy low hills, and they are naturally defended
and offer an overview of the surrounding area. Many such forts, for example, are
mentioned in relation to Basil’s campaigns against the Bulgars, yet very few traces
can be securely attributed to his workshops.

It is, of course, logical to assume that all previous fortifications were con-
sistently maintained during this period to secure the civic centres of the empire.
However, apart from adjustments or small-scale additions to pre-existing walls
that can be securely attributed to this period (Nicaea, Constantinople), no major
fortification plan within the borders is preserved.

One cannot help but wonder whether the lack of prolific building activity in
this domain, especially in contrast to the religious architecture of the time, was a
mere coincidence. Should we assume that the ever-expanding empire, already
possessing a secure net of fortified towns in its territory, did not care to extend
it? It could be that the focus was placed solely on the new war efforts, which
demanded only guard posts, forts or military camps for a marching army, both
within the territory (even next to existing cities, as in the case of Philippoi and
Amorium) and at the newly extended borders of the empire (such as Păcuiul lui
Soare in the Balkans and Sigon in Syria). The scarcity of evidence could, of
course, be only by chance; in this case, however, fortifications would be the only
category of material culture from this period that left such a poor record.
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It is also true that we witness a new pattern in some civic fortifications (perhaps
first encountered in Constantinople, where a part of the palace was cut off and
received its own fortification): a small fort was delineated with walls within or at
the edge of the city, destined to be used as the headquarters of the local authority
or by the military forces. It can be seen as the last resort of the local garrison, as
barracks for passing armies, or even as protection against local uprisings.

At the same time, Byzantine military efforts were concentrated on the siege and
occupation of fortified cities, especially in the eastern provinces. This meant that
a number of populous, well-fortified cities were (once more) part of the Byzantine
territory. Despite the fact that the walls would certainly be repaired and reused
following fierce combats, few such remnants from this period have been reported
or studied so far. One of the exceptions is Crete, where a number of fortifications
have been attributed to the efforts of the re-established Byzantine government,
including those of the island’s capital, Chandax.

Fortifications of the Balkans and Aegean
In a few large civic fortifications (notably Constantinople and Thessaloniki), a
number of additions and repairs have been dated to this period; some of the
earlier sites were refortified (Philippoi and Rentina), while new forts (Păcuiul lui
Soare) guarded the northern frontiers of the empire.

In the capital, Constantinople (Turkey),27 the most important change was
the building of the so-called Nikephoros Wall. Mango identified a defensive
enclosure that cut off a part of the Great Palace and stretched from the Boukoleon
complex to the Hippodrome.28 The idea was that the authorities could be
defended better by a small number of loyal forces against sudden attacks, which
could be coming not only from outside but also from within the city itself. In this
way the new wall protected the imperial residence from the city, while on the
south side it joined the sea walls of Marmara (the palace had direct access to the
sea through a gate). The area had various earlier building phases (attributed to
Justinian and Theophilos), while an inscription naming an Emperor Constantine
has been credited to Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos. From the Nikephoros II
Phokas structure, a section of c.24m is currently preserved; it has a façade of
alternating bands of small rectangular stones (five rows) and bricks (five rows).

Furthermore, a couple of land-wall towers were repaired at the end of the
10th century, probably after the earthquake of 989, as indicated by the inscrip-
tions mentioning the emperors Basil II and Constantine VIII.29

For Thessaloniki (Greece)30 there is a detailed description from the eye-
witness account of John Kaminiates concerning the preparations of the city
fortifications in the face of the raiding Arab fleet in 904. General Petronas first
ordered the heightening of the sea walls, then abandoned the plan and ordered
the creation of an underwater barrier by throwing ancient columns (probably
from Early Christian basilicas) into the sea in front of the walls; then he returned
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to the original plan of heightening and reinforcing the walls. Unfortunately the
object of the repairs, the sea walls, were destroyed in the early 20th century, and
the details Kaminiates mentions cannot be verified. A commemorative inscrip-
tion, probably related to the repairs of this period and mentioning local officials
(protospatharios Leo, strategos Chitzilakis, Archbishop John), has been collected
from the ruins.

The city of Philippoi (Greece)31 was continuously inhabited during this
period, based on the latest archaeological research. Two fortified complexes have
been recognized so far: the fort on the hilltop and the so-called ‘réduit byzantin’
in the plain.

The ancient citadel on the summit of the hill above the city was probably
rebuilt as a separate fort in the later 10th century. Within it, there was an inner
court, which later on (Late Byzantine period) contained a central tower. The
inner court was rectangular, with dimensions of c.45623m; it occupied one
side of the fort, which was 160m long and 70m wide. The sides of the court may
have had a wall-walk and crenellations, but there was no direct contact between
the wall-walk and the tower.

An inscription testifies to repairs at the citadel wall by the Emperor
Nikephoros II Phokas in the period 963–966. These works were conducted by
army officials, namely the strategos Romanos of the Strymon Theme and the
tourmarchis Leo; the fort therefore probably served as the seat of an army unit.

The ‘réduit’, with an area of some 4ha, is a triangular enclosure built on the
inner side of the ancient civic walls (with a main and outer wall, and a gate in
the centre) on the western side, using them as the hypotenuse. The south side (in
the preserved parts, some standing to a height of 3.5m) is also composed of a
main wall with rectangular towers, and an outer wall. Parts were built with alter-
nating brick and stone bands, using also cribwork. The north side is far better
preserved for more than 80m, its course following the Via Egnatia that crossed
the ancient (and medieval) city.

A gate opened along the course of the north side; it was originally decorated
with an inscription mentioning the Bishop of Philippoi, Basil Kartzimopoulos, as
responsible for the repairs of the ‘kastron’, and dated to 1076/1077. In this way
the ‘réduit’ should be seen as the fortified core of the 10th to 11th-century city
whose walls were cared for by the local authorities.

The small Early Byzantine fortified complex of Rentina (Greece)32 was
strategically located to guard one of the mountain passages leading to Thessa-
loniki. Following a period of abandonment, it was revived as a settlement in the
mid-10th century (see Plate 34). The walls and the citadel were repaired and
external reinforcements were added to the north and south walls, while a number
of towers were built anew.

The corner tower at the east end of the castle (known as PP1) is of particular
interest. It was built on a crumbling rock, and is solid to all its preserved height.
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The construction was made with raw stones set in large quantities of lime mortar.
The section excavated within the structure revealed a long and narrow pocket
containing a human skeleton. It is certain that the interment took place during the
tower building, an unusual practice; the researchers suggested it might have been
one of the workers. Adjacent to the castle and tower P1 was a side gate that was
the start of the domed staircase to the foot of the hill and a subterranean complex
of cisterns. In this way the garrison could access water even in case of siege.33

Horizontally set rows of holes are observed on all the façades of this period’s
towers, indicating the use of scaffolding. Similar holes appear in the solid
masonry of tower P1, proving the existence of a timber framework that would
reinforce the rubble at various heights. Pieces of this frame were preserved on the
north side. The timber has been identified as oak from the red oak family, and
radiocarbon analysis dates it to 890 (+80 years).

Based on historical sources, it has been proposed that the settlement within
the walls and the citadel were revived in the 10th century, when the Bishop of
Liti and the Katepano (military commander) of the area transferred their seat to
Rentina. The date was corroborated from excavation data.

One of the few guard posts in the northern frontiers of the Empire that was
attributed with certainty to this period was Păcuiul lui Soare (Romania),34 a
nautical base built on a Danube island to inspect the borders of the empire and
control the river circulation. Today only 20–25 per cent of the fort surface is
preserved, since the overflowing river has destroyed the rest. Excavations started
there in 1956.

Plate 34. Rentina. View of the settlement. (Photo: Flora Karagianni)
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Because the earth was unstable and sandy, a skeleton/frame of wooden beams
was constructed deep in the sand and then covered with lime mortar. The stone
foundations were set above this frame. The fortress plan was almost square, with
sides measuring 2506200m. At foundation level the walls were c.6m thick, and
probably reached a height of 6–7m. They were built with ashlar blocks on the
façades and a rubble core.

One of the towers of the fort occupied its northeast corner and a second served
as a tower-gate on the north side. This tower-gate is preserved to a height of
c.3.5m. Externally it had a portcullis, while internally there was a second double-
leaf door. There were harbour installations at the centre of the east side. The
harbour installations consisted of a dock with stairs c.22m in length, stretching
between two projecting rectangular towers. The dock served as the gate opening
between the towers.

This nautical base has been attributed to John I Tzimiskes, being built in 971.
The area was earlier occupied by Svjatoslav, grand prince of Kiev. Tzimiskes
launched a siege at Dorostolon (Silistra) and forced the Russ to capitulate. After-
wards, he decided to construct a fort to control the Danube, hinder future enemy
raids and organize the new imperial frontier.

The year 961 was a significant one for the Byzantine state, as the conquest of the
Arab emirate of Crete and the annihilation of a major naval force in the Aegean
made it once more an internal Byzantine ‘lake’. However, the adminis-
tration had to make sure that the new territory could be controlled, an idea
which some researchers use to explain the multiple fortifications built at strategic
locations during this period.35 This ‘network’ theory had the capital, Chandax, as
its cornerstone. Nevertheless, only in a few cases can a 10th to 11th-century date
be reasonably accepted for the construction of these fortifications.

In Chandax (Herakleio, Greece)36 the Byzantines conquered an already
powerfully fortified settlement. The Arab wall, based on historic sources, had a
stone lower part (platform), while its main bulk was built with mud-bricks. It was
reinforced with towers and a moat, which was also used for the name of the city
(‘chandax’ means ‘ditch’). During rescue excavations throughout the city, the
stone platform was uncovered, preserved to the height of one or more blocks. Its
width varies between 2.10m and 2.50m. It is a fine structure, with well-cut stones
resembling a pseudo-isodomic structure. Pre-existing material was also reused in
the construction, including large architectural parts that still preserved hinge
holes and mouldings.

The Byzantine wall followed the plan of the Arab fortification. The fortified
enclosure comprised a succession of rectilinear walls and rectangular towers.
There were also parts protected with triangular projections, in a saw-toothed
system, built following the terrain. These usually appear in places where the con-
struction of towers was impossible. The walls and towers had vertical sides and
were founded mainly on bedrock. The rock was first levelled on its upper part,
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while to the side towards the moat it was vertically cut, so as to augment its
defensive advantage.

The new wall was built with façades of irregular, roughly hewn stones set in
slightly uneven courses and with smaller stones as wedges at the joints. The core
is rubble masonry with large quantities of clay mortar mixed with chipped brick.
No bricks were observed in the structure, while well-cut porous blocks were used
as corner stones. The difference in masonry between the Arab platform and the
Byzantine upper structure is seen in all the excavated parts.

The sections between the towers varied in length, about 21 or 22m, and
reached a height of c.9.50m. The towers project externally by 5.10 to 5.60m, with
a width between the towers of 6.80 to 7.20m and a height up to 11m. The thick-
ness of the wall and the towers is c.2.10–2.50m. The towers had an entrance at
ground level from the city side. They had two storeys with a wooden floor at a
height of c.2.65m and wooden ladders between the floors.

Sources mention that Nikephoros Phokas destroyed the walls of Chandax after
the 961 conquest. Based on the excavation, it was concluded that what he
destroyed was in fact the mud-brick upper structure, while the stone platform was
preserved. When Byzantines reoccupied the city, they constructed their own wall
on the pre-existing Arab platform. The wall was later reused in the Venetian
structures, which is why it has partially survived.

The fortress of Temenos (Roka, Prophitis Ilias, Greece)37 lies 17km south of
Chandax. It occupies a rocky outcrop and controls the road linking the north
coastline to the fertile lands of Mesara. The fort consisted of an enclosure and a
citadel at the highest point (see Plate 35). The rock was accessible only from the
east side, and on this side the wall was strengthened with circular towers and an
outer wall that had similar towers. The main gate of the enclosure was also
flanked by towers. The citadel lay to the north, protected by walls regulated by
circular towers (and a single triangular one). The walls are mainly built with
rubble masonry, with blocks of various sizes, while partly preserved brick bands
are visible in various parts.

Temenos was founded by Nikephoros Phokas following the reconquest of
Crete in 961. The future emperor – according to the sources – chose not only the
site but also the name of the new fortress. The aim of Phokas was to transfer the
administrative seat of Crete (along with the Christian population) here, away
from the (more vulnerable) Chandax and its seaside. The initiative was not a
success, and it seems that the site remained a simple fort, later occupied by the
Venetians.

Fortifications of the Eastern Provinces
As mentioned above, this period’s building activity has been attested to in only a
handful of Asia Minor cities (Nicaea and Amorium), while the impressive fort of
Sigon in Syria bears witness to Byzantine opulence.
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Plate 35. Temenos. The northeast entrance.

(Source: Gigourtakis, ‘Vyzantines Ochyroseis stin Kriti kata ti B’ Vyzantini Periodo (961–1204)’)
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In the walls of Nicaea (Iznik, Turkey)38 some towers were built using the
hidden-brick technique, which is usually dated from the 11th century onwards.
These masonry parts were more extensive in the upper parts of the walls, and they
were reduced towards the bottom. They were constructed with the use of a
timber frame (with the beam holes still visible). Schneider and Foss acknowl-
edged them as repairs after the 1065 earthquake. In fact, the Nicaea walls must
have been repaired earlier on, based on historical information: in 978 the rebel
Bardas Skleros occupied the city, having attacked with siege engines and inflict-
ing serious damage to the walls. However, the 1065 earthquake was the single
worst disaster in the city’s record, allegedly levelling it to the ground. Never-
theless, we assume that the walls were soon repaired, since the city successfully
resisted the attack of Emperor Nikephoros III Botaneiates, although it surren-
dered in 1080 to Nikephoros Melissinos, a claimant to the throne. It later became
the capital of the first Seljuk state in Asia Minor.

In Amorium (Hisarköy, Turkey)39 the area of the so-called enclosure was
investigated at the centre of the lower city (see Plate 23). It was a trapezoidal area
surrounded by a wall. At the south side it is preserved to a length of c.25m and a
height of up to 3.5m, with a thickness of c.2.35m. Its façade was structured with
blocks in irregular horizontal courses with broken bricks at the joints. The core is
rubble with bricks and lime mortar. Spolia pieces were used both at the core and
in the façade. This wall did not stand independently. Along the inner side a series
of rooms were built, also with reused older material.

In the same period an inner fort (keep?) was added to the interior of the upper
city fortification. This fort, reinforced with rectangular and circular towers, occu-
pied the southwest corner of the upper city.

As discussed above, the major event in Amorium’s history was the 838 Arab
siege and subsequent sack. It seems, however, that prosperity returned during the
10th and 11th centuries. Numismatic evidence dates the enclosure to the end of
the 10th century or the early 11th century. The reason for the construction of the
enclosure is not known, but the excavators assumed that it was built to serve a
specific military function. Perhaps it was a station and supply centre for the
Byzantine army during its offensive campaigns in southeast Anatolia and north
Syria. It is also expected that thematic armies would have had their barracks and
headquarters in the city at the end of the 9th century and during the 10th century.

The fort of Sigon (Saône, Sahyun, Salah ad-Din, Syria),40 located in the Jebel
Ansarieh mountains, occupies a long rocky spur (over 5ha) commanding all
surrounding lands down to the coast of Lattakia (see Plate 36). It is divided into
two plateaus (higher and lower). It is framed by spectacular ravines and is best
known for its impressive Crusader walls, the breathtaking rock-cut moat, and the
fierce siege it suffered from Saladin’s forces. The earlier Byzantine fortress was a
trapezoidal solid complex. It stood on the peak of the high plateau (at a height of
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462m) and was surrounded by rings of walls. The pre-existing Hamdanid settle-
ment must have remained in the lower plateau, cut away by another line of walls.

The fortress included two churches and a large residential complex overlook-
ing the lower plateau. The Byzantine walls surrounding the rocky outcrop on
the northern and southern flanks, which were naturally inaccessible, were but a
simple rampart. The western wall, built on a more natural gradient, is made up of
stones cut from the bedrock. It seems that they planned to have a ditch separating
the two plateaus – a plan that was probably never finished.

The most formidable walls were erected towards the east, where the spur
connected to the mountain range. Initially, two curved lines of walls were con-
structed that ran north–south and formed a bulwark relatively close to the
fortress. Subsequently they erected a third line of walls, situated 110m to the east
of the two previous ones. The new eastern wall was built with well-cut stones and
was strengthened by six polygonal towers, a corner circular tower, and a rect-
angular tower-gate. Shortly afterwards they added a fourth wall, 15m in front of
the third one. This was entirely flanked by semicircular towers equipped with
loopholes in the form of double arrow slits. The cutting and lowering of the great
eastern moat (outside the fourth line of walls) was also started by the Byzantines
and deepened by later occupants of the castle.

The Byzantine defences ultimately had two pairs of double walls protecting yet
another fortress at the highest point. All these could function independently and

Plate 36. Sigon (Salah ad-Din). View of the fortification.

(Source: # Aga Khan Trust for Culture/Photo: Gary Otte)
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offer resistance to any attack. This was one of the most formidable and sophisti-
cated fortifications seen in that century and a sign of considerable investment and
available resources.

The fort was captured from the Hamdanids by John I Tzimiskes in 975, with
many details included in a letter the emperor sent to the King of Armenia, and
further information mentioned in Arab sources. The construction of the fortress
would have commenced immediately after, but we have only a few details
regarding subsequent building phases.
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Chapter 6

The Fortifications of the
‘Long’ 12th Century

Introduction – The Major Conflicts
The so-called Komnenian era, lasting from the last quarter of the 11th century
until 1204, is a time when the Byzantine state, more than any other period in
its history thus far, constantly struggled for its survival. Seen in the light of
territorial changes, then it should be counted as a succession of short periods with
fluctuating frontier zones: in Asia Minor they went from the complete loss to the
Seljuk Turks to a gradual recovery focusing on the peripheral (northern, western
and southern) parts of the peninsula. In the Balkans the struggle was to secure the
territory against a variety of enemies (both from the north and the west) who
came not just to plunder but to defeat and supplant the empire. The strategy of
the Byzantine state remained stable throughout the 12th century, as did its struc-
ture, bureaucracy and ideology of war. Despite the fact that each of the first three
emperors is credited with a personal strategy, they all followed in the footsteps of
their predecessors, thus creating continuity and uniformity. Their successors,
however, became embroiled in civil strife, inaugurating a period of slow terri-
torial dismemberment that was to end with the dissolution of the empire in 1204.

It is in this period of insecurity and struggle that fortifications were of primary
importance; a focus on them was one of the few policies consistently followed by
the state. In contrast to the previous period, large numbers of fortifications in
every part of the Byzantine territory are accredited to the Komnenian emperors.
Ahrweiler has even concluded,1 when examining this period’s naval policy, that
castle building was the effective answer of the central government to the lack of a
fleet capable of securing the coastline and the naval routes.

Indeed, it seems that care for fortifications was a key policy that went far beyond
the need to secure the territory, and it was deeply connected to the extraordinary
character and features of the Komnenian era: during this period the empire was
constantly at war, with the foundations of imperial power relying on intertwined
family relations with powerful local clans and institutions. The primary aim of
fortifications was to address the constant shortage of manpower and resources; yet
in doing so, they were ultimately a manifestation of the psychological need of the
lands’ aristocracy (with the imperial family at the top of this pyramid) to ensure
their survival, personal territorial gains and, ultimately, their own independence.
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The 11th century
In the first year of his reign (1081), Alexios I Komnenos had to fend off attacks on
all fronts, since the Pechenegs were raiding the Balkans from the north, the
Normans were advancing from the west, and the Seljuk Turks were active in Asia
Minor. He chose first to confront the most important threat, which was the
Norman invasion of the Balkan provinces. Having occupied Bari in 1071 – the
last remnant of Byzantine Italy – the Normans began a full-scale attack in 1081,
landing in Avlona (Albania) and laying siege to Dyrrachion. The Byzantine defeat
in the ensuing battle was a major setback for Alexios.2 The Normans occupied
Kastoria, Ioannina and Arta, controlling almost all of Macedonia and Thessaly.
Their control proved to be short-lived, however, since following their defeat in
Larisa (1083) they basically withdrew from the Balkans. Alexios then turned
against the Pechenegs, who were plundering Thrace, and with the help of
another tribe, the Cumans, he won a decisive victory in 1091.3

As for the Asia Minor territories, in 1081 the only areas still under Byzantine
rule were Herakleia Pontike, Trebizond and parts of Cappadocia and Paphla-
gonia. The Seljuk Sultanate of Rum occupied the rest from its capital in Nicaea.
Furthermore, Cilicia had become home to the Armenian principalities that would
later form the state of Lesser Armenia, only nominally recognizing the suzerainty
of Constantinople.4 The Byzantine counterattack was linked with the arrival of
the First Crusade in Constantinople in 1096, an event that was probably also
provoked by Alexios’s request for help.5 The combined forces of the Crusaders
and the Byzantines fought under the walls of Nicaea, and the city surrendered to
the Byzantine emperor in 1097. Crusaders proceeded along the great land route
that led from Nicaea to the south and from there on towards Syria and Palestine.
On their way, a number of fortified cities and their territories were recovered and
handed back to Byzantium (Ephesus, Sardis, Philadelphia); this was before the
Crusaders started carving out their own states, beginning with the county of
Edessa (Urfa) and then Antioch, which fell under their control in 1098.

In the Aegean Sea the Byzantines waged war on another front, against the naval
raids of the emir of Smyrna, Tzachas.6 He extended his authority over a number
of Aegean islands (Lesbos, Chios, Samos), while attacking an unknown number
of others. The threat was removed upon his untimely death (1092). The eastern
part of the Balkan peninsula was not spared either, although information deriving
from church sources tends to be sporadic, biased and imprecise. Alexios managed
to eliminate this danger in 1093.

The 12th century
Emperor John II confronted a number of enemies (Pechenegs, Hungarians,
Serbs) along the northern Balkan frontier, but these threats cannot be compared
to the mortal danger presented earlier by the Normans.7 During his rule Manuel
I combined military action with diplomatic efforts to protect Byzantine interests
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in the light of growing European powers. The kingdom of Hungary, in partic-
ular, posed an immediate threat, especially because of the influence it exercised in
the northwestern Balkans (Serbia and the Dalmatian coast). The major Byzantine
victory at the Battle of Sirmium in 1167 helped reassert the empire’s authority
among the local populations.8

In the southern Balkans the emperors had to deal with Norman aggression: in
1147 their fleet occupied Corfu, rounded the Peloponnese and sailed up the
eastern coast of Greece as far as Euboea, raiding Thebes; in a later expedition
they even reached the Bosporos.9 Yet the gravest calamities took place under
Andronikos I Komnenos in 1185, when the Normans took Dyrrachion (Durrës),
then advanced overland to Thessaloniki, which they attacked from land and sea;
its conquest was a terrible blow to the empire.10

In Asia Minor the Byzantine effort to reconquer territory continued in the first
half of the 12th century from both land and sea. Byzantine rule was re-established
in all of western Asia Minor (including the important centres of Ankyra and
Amorium), the north coastal strip, including Trebizond, and areas west of Sinope,
while in the south it extended along the whole coastline to Lesser Armenia.
However, its hold over some of these territories fluctuated due to the mobility of
various Turkish tribes, who were also fighting amongst themselves and only
nominally recognized the Seljuk sultanate, and to the emergence of the Danish-
mends, who spread at the expense of the Seljuks, Byzantines and Crusaders. John II
vigorously continued campaigning: he occupied certain parts of Asia Minor, aided
by the internal struggles of Turkish emirates, and extended Byzantine suzerainty
(even if short-lived) all the way to Antioch and north Syria.11

Manuel I, early in his reign, tried to secure his lands and reorganize their
administration and defence by erecting or strengthening castles. This proved to
be a well-thought policy that led to a feeling of security and prosperity; his
military endeavours, against both the Crusader States and the Seljuks, had
(minor) positive results. After 1175, however, there was growing tension with the
Seljuk Sultanate of Rum (centred at Konya/Ikonion), which ended in a large-scale
Byzantine campaign and a massive defeat at Myriokephalon in 1176.12 It was
followed by extensive Turkish raids and the plunder of many cities. Yet following
Manuel’s death, Byzantine power in Asia Minor dwindled more as a result of local
centrifugal forces and internal political decline rather than external attacks.

Eventually, the forces of the Fourth Crusade in 1204 besieged a weakened
imperial capital. Nevertheless, the conquest of Constantinople and the dis-
mantlement of the Byzantine territories among the attackers profoundly altered
political and military conditions, resulting in new fortification patterns.13

Sources Relevant to Fortifications
The Komnenian era was particularly renowned for its intellectual and cultural
productivity. It is therefore surprising that there is no proliferation of military
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manuals. We only have two historians to rely on for extensive descriptions of
war preparations, battle descriptions, castle sieges and defensive strategies. Anna
Komnene wrote a panegyric of her father’s reign (Alexios I) during the reign of
Manuel I (after 1048).14 Her text focuses extensively on the war efforts of her
father’s reign, providing valuable and reliable information. Niketas Choniates15

is the primary source for the period 1118–1206 and relates (many times in
graphic details) moments of disaster, terror and decline; it includes his famous
passages on the 1204 Latin conquest of Constantinople (see below).

Army Organization
When Alexios I ascended to the throne in 1081, the imperial forces were in a state
of ruin after half a century of neglect and ten years of civil wars. Alexios I’s army
consisted almost entirely of non-Byzantine mercenaries (Seljuk, Pecheneg,
Cuman, Norman, German, Frank, Bulgarian, Alan, Georgian, Varangian).16 But
the three Komnenian emperors (Alexios I, John II and Manuel I) managed to
create a forceful war machine that could stabilize their borders and exercise a
dynamic foreign policy.17

The Komnenian army had three main sources of (man)power. First, the
emperors maintained bodyguard units in Constantinople. These initially included
units known as the Excubitores, the Athanatoi (‘Immortals’) and the Varangians.
The only one that remained until the end of this period was the Varangians,
a force of English and Scandinavian heavily armed infantry who were more than
hand-picked bodyguards. They fought against the Normans in Dyrrachion
(Durrës) and helped John II crush the Pechenegs.

The second source of manpower was units comprising the population of
certain provinces, usually the ones closer to the theatres of war.18 In the time of
Alexios I these were Thrace and Macedonia, regions that were close both to the
capital and to the endangered territories. Units from areas further away could not
be expected to confront the Cuman and Pecheneg raids, since by the time the
army was ready the raiders would be gone. Manuel I gathered troops for his cam-
paigns from the areas of Nikomedeia and the Theme of Neokastra in Asia Minor.

The third source of manpower was foreign mercenaries. These came either
from the west (Italians, Germans, French, Normans) or from the east (Turks,
Alans, Georgians). Western mercenaries were part of heavily armed cavalry units
and made up the bulk of the main fighting force. Eastern mercenaries were lightly
armed and were used as scouts, raiders or mounted archers.

A fourth category comprised the operators of siege machines, who played a
vital role in all the campaigns and were mentioned specifically in the accounts
of the campaigns of John II and Manuel I. They operated a variety of weapons,
including wooden towers, rope-pulled catapults, rams, etc.19 One of these
machines was a counterweight trebuchet, a new weapon that was far more
accurate and far more massive than its predecessor (the tension trebuchet, also
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known as a rope-pulled catapult), which was in use from around the 6th century
onwards. This new machine appeared in western Europe sometime in the late
11th century and was brought to the Byzantine Empire perhaps during the reign
of Manuel I.

Another weapon that came (back?) into use in this period was the crossbow, for
which there is a huge bibliography. For Byzantium, Anna Komnene’s comment
that the Crusaders brought with them this previously unknown weapon (for
which she uses the word tzagra), although often questioned, likely reflects
reality.20 Byzantine warriors of this period were often depicted on the walls of
Balkan churches (for example, in those of Kastoria), in the guise of saints in full
military costume,21 a sign of the acute military conditions the people of the area
were experiencing.

We do need to question the role and the manning of fortifications within this
military system. The sheer number of fortifications of all sizes that are attributed
to this period points to a conscious policy of reinforcing existing walls and build-
ing up an extensive series of new walls, channelling all available resources to this
end. Even in their naval policy, as already mentioned, the Komnenians practically
abandoned the fleet in favour of coastline/island fortifications that would ensure
the safety of local populations.

Instead of visualizing this as a central policy emanating from imperial
authority, we need to rather turn to the political emergence of local actors: large
landowning families who also acquired political roles and saw a chance to con-
solidate their power. They funded private armies and built and manned their own
forts. Next to them, there was a series of large monastic establishments, namely
economic organizations that owned properties in various provinces, including
fortifications.22 And finally, within fortified settlements, various independently
minded citizen groups emerged; they decided whether to accept or reject imperial
policies. Only through this prism can we perceive the importance of building up
huge networks of relationships, a concept found in the writings of contemporary
authors: relationships between aristocratic families, between productive and com-
mercial circles, between monks and emperors. By manipulating and balancing
these networks the Komnenian emperors ensured their control and authority
over the fortifications of their realm.

The administrative system of this period was based, once again, on themes –
regions under unified civil and military authorities. However, these were much
smaller than their predecessors of the 7th–10th centuries and less self-sufficient
in terms of military strength (they were unable to hold off foreign raids on their
own). Komnenian rulers never relied on a single source of manpower or on a
single method to finance their armies. They were successful because each time
they managed to raise forces that were equal to those of their enemies. Their
system relied on the careful use of different methods and sources, and it was based
on the obedience and support of local rulers and aristocrats in each province. But
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the late 12th-century emperors were unable to control the local aristocracy and
power networks and therefore found themselves with no armies or resources,
amid a whirlpool of separatist movements.23

The Fortifications
The features of the Komnenian fortifications, at least those recognized so far,
were directly related to the military adventures of the state. Under Alexios I, walls
in Asia Minor were built or restored to reassert Byzantine control along the
coastline or in the territories taken by the Crusaders. In the Balkans fortifications
were directly involved in the struggle against various enemies; there was a series
of sieges and assaults against fortified cities, and a number of forts were built to
serve the war effort. The fortifications built by Alexios I’s successor, John II, were
mainly concentrated in Asia Minor and served his campaigns. Most of them
belonged to the category of fortified camps for military units (aplekta), where
armies could be gathered or stationed while waiting for the next campaign.
Manuel I, on the other hand, is accredited with reorganizing the defences of
western Asia Minor, including the abundant construction of new castles and the
reinforcement of old ones by incorporating new military technological advances.

In general terms, apart from repairs or additions to pre-existing civic fortifi-
cations (such as Constantinople, Thessaloniki or Nicaea), the Komnenian forti-
fications are mainly small compact structures: in the cities they strengthened the
citadels’ role as places of control and refuge, while in the countryside forts were
built either on relatively steep locations to supervise neighbouring lands or on
small coastal peninsulas to control naval routes. They dotted the territory and
served as guard posts for local garrisons, as seats for local magnates, as citadels for
the urban dwellers, and as outposts or places of last refuge for the surrounding
population. Many of them have been tentatively recognized based on sources but
without further research (including Lopadion, Achyraous, Pegadia, etc.).24 Their
form, masonry and features do not follow any specific or repetitive pattern and
rather utilize local techniques and materials, but they always take advantage of the
terrain. Their variations probably also reflect a social reality in which multiple
regional actors played important roles in the defence of their respective prov-
inces. When central authority was strong, they were all coordinated and the forti-
fications were manned and successfully responded to external threats. When
central control was weakened (as in the last decades of the 12th century), these
fortifications ended up becoming rallying points for the centrifugal forces that
ultimately dismantled the empire.

Fortifications of the Balkans and Aegean
As mentioned above, a number of walled cities (such as Thessaloniki, Ioannina,
Rhodes), as well as the capital, had their walls strengthened during this period,
even though the exact circumstances that prompted such actions are still debated.
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One of the more extensive and imposing additions is found in the land walls of
the capital, Constantinople (Istanbul, Turkey).25 This addition consists of the
whole north section between the Tekfur Saray and – what remains today of – the
Blachernae Palace (the so-called ‘Prison of Anemas’) and is commonly known as
the ‘Manuel Wall’ (see Plate 37). It is a single line of defence, with no outer wall or
moat. It covers a fairly steep hill and therefore any further structure would be
useless. The curtain is thicker and more massive than the main wall of the earlier
(Theodosian) enclosure. It is internally reinforced with buttresses that supported
blind arches and is flanked by thirteen powerful towers built at close intervals
(20–30m). In its south part the towers are interchangeably U-shaped and
octagonal; in the north part they are only rectangular. One further rectangular
tower was added in 1186–1187 by Emperor Isaac Angelos at the north end of this
section, in front of the Blachernae Palace.

The Komnenian towers had three storeys. The first storey was blind, with no
arrow slits or openings. Defensive measures were concentrated on the second
floor (with embrasures for arrow slits and a wooden floor) and on the flat roof,
which rested on solid domical vaults. These towers differ greatly from their
predecessors. They are massive, reaching a wall thickness of c.4–5m, and are rein-
forced internally by buttresses. This restricted the inner space.

Plate 37. Constantinople. The ‘Manuel Wall’. (Photo: David Hendrix)

The Fortifications of the ‘Long’ 12th Century 135



byzantine fortications - Press

The ‘Prison of Anemas’, an intriguing structure, is preserved at the north end
of the walls (see Plate 38). This is a long and narrow building (11655m), built in
front of and in contact with the fortification line. Its exterior is regulated with
pilasters and buttresses, corresponding to an internal series of walls (set vertically
to the curtain). These in turn supported barrel vaults and ultimately created a
lofty platform some 20m above ground level. In fact, what we see today was
the undercroft of the Blachernae Palace, built to provide the necessary height
for spectacular views towards the Golden Horn, the city and the surrounding
countryside. The rectangular tower attributed to Isaac Angelos had a triple-
arched opening on its upper level, presumably a loggia for appearances, with a
now-missing balcony that was once supported on a series of column spoils used as
brackets.

The Komnenian walls exhibit many differences in their masonry; their only
constant elements are reused stone material, along with bricks, in various build-
ing techniques and combinations (alternating courses or bands of bricks and
stones, rubble, cloisonné, recessed-brick, etc.). All structures use cribwork in a
sophisticated and consistent way. There are also many decorative elements (such
as conches with saw-toothed motifs, female busts set above the Gyrolimne Gate).
Manuel I Komnenos (r. 1143–1180) is the emperor credited with building these
new structures; he supposedly wanted to include the Blachernae Palace within
the walls. The complex architecture and techniques employed in this area have
generated many divergent theories as to its building and dating sequence.

Several sections in the walls of Thessaloniki (Greece)26 were repaired over the
course of the 12th century, mostly limited to damaged parts of the old city wall.
The masonry of this phase consists of alternating neat courses of stones and
bricks, set with regularity. Lime mortar covers all the surface abnormalities, and
is also extensively used even to cover the surface of bricks and stones. A multi-
coloured effect was created by mixing the red of the bricks, the green of the stone
and the white of the mortar. This masonry is found at various parts (such as
the tower in the southwest corner of the citadel, the wall north of the Litaia Gate,
sections of the northwest wall, the tower and the wall where the city wall joins the
citadel from the west, and the towers in the east wall of the citadel).

This building phase is connected to two inscriptions from the third quarter
of the 12th century, located in the southwest tower of the citadel. The names
mentioned in the inscriptions (Andronikos Lapardas and Michael Prosouh) are
known in the prosopography of the Komnenian era (around 1167). Also belong-
ing to this period is the inscription at the citadel tower bearing the name of
Bishop Basil, identified as the metropolitan of Thessaloniki, Basil Achridinos
(1145–1169).

The city of Ioannina (Epirus, Greece)27 played a significant role during
Alexios I’s wars against the Normans. The medieval city occupied a hill next to
the lake, which offered protection from at least two sides. The fortifications
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preserved today are, to a large extent, the work of the early 19th century. It seems,
however, that in the Byzantine period there was a large enclosure with two inner
citadels, each occupying a natural elevation. Of the original enclosure (probably
10th century?), which was used in the wars of Alexios, nothing remains today. Yet
each of the citadels has been attributed by different researchers to this period.
A strong oval-shaped tower from one of them (known as the Municipal Museum
citadel) remains today. It is built with rubble masonry and still has the ground and
first-floor levels. The citadel gate was flanked by two solid towers and had a two-
leaf door (outside) and a portcullis (inside).

The second citadel (today known as Içkale, or ‘inner castle’) preserves in its
interior a Middle Byzantine rectangular enclosure, c.0.11ha, with a circular tower
at the corner towards the settlement. This tower rises to a height of c.13m and is
commonly known as the Tower of Bohemond. Both the tower and the adjoining
walls were built with ashlar blocks, probably taken from an older antique forti-
fication.

Anna Komnene clearly states that the Norman prince Bohemond occupied
Ioannina in 1082 and that he found the existing citadel to be insecure; he there-
fore built another one in a different part of the walls. Based on this information,
we can deduce that the city was already fortified and that it already had a citadel.
Which of the two is the one that was present and which Bohemond added are still
up for debate.

In the city of Rhodes (Rhodos, Greece)28 a new fortification was built to the
south of the existing one, probably to include a part of the settlement that lay
outside the walls (see Plate 28). The trace of this extension was located, fairly
accurately, during excavations, although only segments have been found. The new
fortification had a slightly irregular rectangular plan, so the city had a tripartite
division: the citadel, the inner castle (fort, later collacium) and the (newly built)
outer castle (city). The area within the walls had an estimated size of 17.5ha.

The new wall, with a thickness of c.2.14m, was built with sizeable blocks and
pre-existing building material. In all its surviving parts there is evidence of the
systematic reuse of material from older buildings (Hellenistic or Early Christian)
in the area. Excavations also revealed that during this period repairs took place in
the pre-existing fort, notably to the main wall near the Church of the Virgin
of the Castle, and to the south wall, as well as to the outer wall. This building
activity is currently attributed to the end of the 11th century or during the 12th, a
period when the strategic position of Rhodes was updated because its port served
all the passing Crusader armies on their way to Palestine.

In addition to the cities, the bulk of the fortifications attributed to the Kom-
nenian era, as noted already, comprises hilltop forts (as in the cases of Rentina,
Acrocorinth and Palio Pyli) that were destined to protect garrisons, the sur-
rounding population or local magnates. In many instances these forts were rebuilt
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citadels of pre-existing towns, and also included small settlements either inside or
outside the walls.

At the fort of Rentina (Greece)29 the constant erosion of the bedrock brought
about the destruction or abandonment of the pre-existing eastern walls, including
the end tower P1 (see above). To amend this situation the ‘twin walls’ were con-
structed: a double line of walls preserved to a considerable height and forming an
obtuse angle. This double line was erected to create a barrier to enemies attack-
ing from the eastern – weak and vulnerable – side of the settlement. During this
period the western side of the walls was also externally repaired and large surfaces
were covered with white slip. All these works were dated to the 12th century.

Acrocorinth (Greece)30 acquired a new set of strong walls. As mentioned
above, its plateau rises above the city of Corinth, which was the regional capital of
the Theme of Hellas and later of the Peloponnese. However, Acrocorinth seems
to have developed as an independent settlement and might even have been the
seat of administrative and ecclesiastical authorities. The new fortification pro-
gramme was one of the most important building programmes in the southern
Balkans, and it is very much what one sees today. On the one hand, taking full
advantage of the steep and naturally fortified sides, a simple wall (with a length
of c.2.7km at a height of c.5m) surrounds the hill. Along its course, it has only
two towers (one rectangular, one triangular), both on the relatively vulnerable
southern side, but on all sides there are angles (pseudo-towers, able to provide
flanking fire), depending on the hill’s contour.

In contrast, the main access to the castle, from the west side, was heavily
fortified (see Plate 39): there are two lines of walls (the inner one at a higher point
and the outer one somewhat lower down the hillside) that meet at their ends. The
outer wall was strengthened with massive towers, with the gate opening on the
ground floor of a tower (with the gate axis set parallel to the line of the walls, so
that the attacker had to turn in order to reach it). The presence of murals on the
room above the door may point to its use as a chapel. The builders reused the
ancient walls for the inner wall (with a C-form plan), and it was strengthened with
six massive towers (four rectangular and two triangular). A monumental barrel-
vaulted gate opens between two of these towers. Its façade is decorated with a
slightly horseshoe-shaped blind arch. The gate closed with a double-leaf door on
the outside and had a portcullis set further in.

The defences of Acrocorinth had simple battlements with merlons and crenels
and a few arrow loops opening on the towers below the battlement level. There
are two simultaneous masonry styles: the first, in more visible parts of the walls,
uses large, dressed blocks (some of which were spolia) with irregular lines of bricks
between the courses, while the second (in secondary places) is built with small,
roughly hewn stones, cut from the local bedrock and set with bricks at the joints.

This impressive fortification programme has been tentatively attributed to
Manuel I Komnenos, perhaps following the Norman raid on Corinth in 1147.
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The castle of Palio Pyli (Kos, Greece)31 occupies a rough hill, cut from the
main mountain chain, at the centre of the island. The walls, forming three
enclosures around the hill, followed the contour of the ground, reinforced with
rectangular, semicircular and pentagonal towers. The only part of the castle that
can be securely dated to this period is the central gateway.

This was originally a tower, with the entrance opening at its ground floor,
which is the only currently surviving part. The main façade had lateral conches on
both sides of the gate, decorated with brick motifs. Four massive corner pillars
within the tower supported a low dome through a system of arches and penden-
tives. The lower part of this structure was built with spolia, roughly rectangular
stones and broken bricks at the joints. The upper part was built with all-brick
masonry. The inner pillars and the façade conches used the recessed-brick
technique.

The castle at Palio Pyli is linked to the figure of Christodoulos, a monk of
Mount Latros and later the founder of the Patmos Monastery (see below),
although nothing can be attributed to his activities. In 1136 the emperor John II
Komnenos bequeathed the area to the Pantokrator Monastery of Constantinople.
The central gateway has been dated, based on its structural elements (brick
decoration, conches and recessed-brick technique) to the late 11th/early 12th
centuries. It was built either by the representative of the state, who controlled the
Christodoulos estate after 1088, or by the monks of the Pantokrator Monastery
of Constantinople, around 1136.

Plate 39. Acrocorinth. The fortifications of the west front.

(Source: Athanasoulis, The Castle of Acrocorinth and Its Enhancement Project (2006–2009))
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A group of three hilltop forts – St Ilarion, Buffavento and Kantara – dotting
the northern part of Cyprus have been summarily ascribed to the Byzantine
efforts (perhaps in the times of Alexios I) to counterbalance the Seljuk offensive
coming from the shores of Asia Minor.32 Parts of the original walls are currently
preserved at St Ilarion, but none of these castles has been thoroughly studied.

Fortifications of Asia Minor
The territories of Asia Minor – those that remained or were gradually reintegrated
into the imperial territory – served as frontier zones in the constant struggle
against the Seljuk state, based first in Nicaea and then in Konya. In these circum-
stances, all fortifications, despite their size, should be actively seen as adminis-
trative centres, rallying points, war bases and last refuges for the surrounding
population. Their limited size, in most cases, reflected the respective resources
and forces the empire could spare in order to man and defend them.

Earlier civic fortifications, and especially their better defended citadels, were
strengthened to instill a sense of security in the local populations. Most of these
walls, if not explicitly mentioned in historical resources (as in the case of Nicaea),
are often attributed to the Komnenian programme of securing the administrative
centres of the empire (such as Kotyaion, Pergamon, Nikomedeia, Hierapolis and
Makre-Telmessos).33

In Nicaea (Iznik, Turkey)34 a single tower (106B) at the south part of the
enclosure is attributed to the period immediately following the First Crusade. It
is built exclusively with reused material that was hastily put together. Many Seljuk
tombstones are included, giving us a terminus post quem.

In 1097 the Seljuk city was besieged by the Crusaders, who concentrated their
efforts at the south wall; more specifically, they focused on the tower known as
‘Gonatas’ because the structure was already leaning due to erosion that had
happened a century earlier. The Crusaders dug mines under the tower and
breached it. After the capitulation, the tower was quickly rebuilt by Alexios I Kom-
nenos as a way to bolster the newly established Byzantine control in the area.

At Kotyaion (Kütahya, Turkey)35 the citadel of the city received an extensive
second building phase of its fortifications (see Plate 33). The main features were
the addition of numerous massive towers to the main wall with short distances
between them, and the transformation of the outer wall to a series of constrained
spaces with no obvious utility.

From the surviving sixty-three towers of the enclosure, fifty-six preserve
masonry of this period, while forty-three are totally new creations. The castle of
this period uses U-shaped towers with masonry of alternating courses of bricks
(usually five) and stones. The new towers belong to two groups: they are either
solid with one defensive surface at their summit or they have a room on the first-
floor level and a flat roof. They are built at such close intervals – almost touching
– that usually the distance separating them is smaller than their width. These
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towers occupied the whole space between the main and outer walls, even pro-
jecting beyond the latter. Nevertheless, it is clear that the outer wall continued to
function, and it was neither abandoned nor changed in form.

Various styles are observed in the masonry of the new parts: some sections
were built with stones of different sizes, randomly used together with broken
bricks and covered with pink slip. Others present a cloisonné façade, while there
are also sections with banded masonry (alternating rows of bricks and stones).

The second building phase has been dated to the Komnenian period, based on
the new military technology, which the new towers indicate (see above/below),
and the masonry type (bands of bricks and cloisonné). The city was lost to the
Seljuks after 1071, but was recaptured by the Byzantines in the period either of
John II or Manuel I Komnenos. Foss dated the rebuilding of the Kotyaion walls
to the period 1120–1150, as part of the Komnenian policy to secure Asia Minor
through the construction of fortifications.

In the city of Pergamon (Turkey)36 Manuel I Komnenos created a new fort as
part of his endeavour to strengthen the fortifications of the newly created Theme
of Neocastra. The walls surrounded the old citadel. The better preserved parts
occupy the foot of the hill, built above the ancient ruins with rectangular, semi-
circular and U-shaped towers at distances of 30–40m. The towers had façades
with lines of spolia and rough stones, with an interpolating single line of broken
bricks. In places there is also a type of cloisonné. The masonry is mostly irregular,
with large blocks intercepting the courses, while the lines of bricks rarely run the
full length of the towers.

The wall is built in the same way. Despite the differences at certain points, the
walls of Pergamon belong to the same period. Their decorative elements are
distinctive, however, and evident at the more exposed parts of the walls.

In Nikomedeia (Turkey)37 the old citadel walls were reused and integrated
into a hill fortress. The main entrance opened in the south side, and the walls are
strengthened with rectangular or circular towers. An outer wall existed in the two
especially vulnerable sections. One of them lies on the slope outside the north
walls, where the hill is relatively flat and easily accessible. Only a small part is
preserved, although its traces can be followed for c.175m.

At the interior of the fortress, five towers delineate an inner ward at the
northeast corner. Two of them were clearly part of the older external wall, while
the others turn to the fortress interior and were added later on to create a separate
defensive area. The inner ward is a triangle with sides measuring c.50660670m.

The most extensive remains, visible in almost every part of the Byzantine walls,
are built with masonry styles (alternating brick, cloisonné) that are attributed
to the Komnenian era. It is the most extensive reconstruction observed in
Nikomedeia, unfortunately with no precise dates available. The rough cloisonné
is present in many variations, which probably reflects different building phases or
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wall repairs. It is possible that all variations present a large reconstruction phase
of the 12th century.

The text of Odo de Deuil, who visited the city in 1147, mentions that the city,
and obviously the walls, was in ruins. If this was the case, then reconstruction
must be dated to the second half of the 12th century and to the emperor Manuel I
Komnenos.

In Hierapolis (Pamukkale, Turkey)38 the fort of this period lies close to the
bath area at the edge of a ravine that overlooks Pamukkale and the Lykos valley. It
is possible that the walls on the ridge of the ravine were never constructed. Those
towards the city are preserved in good condition, while some parts have col-
lapsed. This side may have had a moat for added protection. The wall was built
exclusively with spolia; it includes rectangular ashlar blocks, some with classical
inscriptions and a number of column shafts set vertically so as to unite the inner
and outer façades. A section of the walls is preserved to its original height, along
with its battlements, which were later walled up. A number of staircases built
along the inner façade led to the wall-walk.

The three rectangular towers had at least two floors, the upper one resting
on horizontal beams and wooden planks. They were defended by arrow slits
with vertical slots on the exterior, fanned inwards. One of the towers has been
excavated. Signs of a fire were uncovered above the ground floor, which was
constructed of thick lime mortar. The interior had been filled in, while earth-
quake cracks cut across all the masonry, including the ashlar blocks and the stairs
of the walls.

The date of the fort’s construction is unknown, but it may be attributed to the
Komnenian era. Manuel I Komnenos tried to secure the area through fortifica-
tions in the years after 1150. Yet the lack of bricks in this masonry is a rarity and is
not encountered in other Komnenian works. Another theory attributes the fort
to Manuel Maurozomes, a Byzantine liege of the Seljuk sultan in the early
13th century. In any case, it was abandoned because of an earthquake (or not long
before one). The fire uncovered within the tower produced lead coins of the
Aydin Emirate, dated 1360–1390, providing a terminus post quem for the aban-
donment of the fort at the end of the 14th century, during the Seljuk period.

A number of forts of various sizes have been recognized in the western and
southern parts of Asia Minor, intended to protect populations, secure land-sea
routes and facilitate war efforts as military stations (as in the cases of Korykos,
Lopadion, Achyraous and Malagina). In addition, we find the forts that guarded
the entrance from the Black Sea to the Bosporos Straits. Today only the east
(Asian side) one survives, known as Hieron (Anadolu Kavağı, Turkey).39 The fort
occupies the summit of a high hill, while a large outer enclosure (whose date is
still debated) extends downwards along the sides of the hill. The fort is polygonal
in plan, its length greater than 500m, while its width fluctuates between 60 and
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130m. It probably housed a large garrison. The main entrance, opening to the
east, was protected by two massive circular towers (see Plate 40); the distance
between them was less than 7m. The gate was also protected with a portcullis. In
every tower there were high rooms with a cross plan and access from the ground
floor through arched openings. Originally the towers had internal wooden floors
that allowed access to the level with the arrow loops.

Along the inner side of the east and south walls there is a series of blind arches
for the support of the wall-walk. Circular towers, smaller than those of the gate,
reinforced the walls at intervals of c.80m or more. On the north side, which was
steep and physically protected, there were neither towers nor blind arches.

At Hieron the façade of the walls is set with bands of spolia and raw stones
separated by lines of bricks. At the towers of the gate most stones are roughly
rectangular and set in bands of four courses alternating with seven courses of
bricks. The walls on the sides of the hill are built with smaller stones, set at
courses of six alternating with four or five courses of bricks. The masonry of the
inner towers features rows of bricks alternating with rows of stones.

The fort of Lopadion (Uluabat, Turkey)40 stood on the banks of the Ryndakos
river (the Mysia valley) and defended a bridge and a land route connecting the
Marmara region to the provinces of Hellespont and the Aegean. It was built in
1130 as a military camp (aplekton) by John II Komnenos and served as an
important base in the imperial campaigns against the Seljuks.

Plate 40. Hieron (Anadolu Kavağı). View of the main entrance. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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The fortress was rectangular, measuring c.4756150m, with towers of various
shapes set to distances of 30–40m (see Plate 41). The gates were simple openings
through the wall, and the plan has no special features or evolved defensive
construction. The simplicity reflects its function as a fortified camp and meeting
point for the forces that were to move against the enemy. The masonry is
homogeneous. One of the preserved towers has unhewn stones and spolia in
courses in its façade, with alternating smaller and larger stones. Every course of
stones is separated by a single file of bricks. Broken bricks are set parallel to the
bricks to fill in the joints. There are also many bricks set vertically so as to create
an irregular cloisonné.

The walls are built in a similar manner, but the stones are usually small and set
with large quantities of lime mortar, while the lines of bricks are set more regu-
larly. At certain points the surface was covered with a lime mortar slip, in such a
way that it covers any defects in the masonry, and especially so in the joints.

The fort of Achyraous (south of Balıkesir, Turkey)41 presents an interesting
masonry style. It uses rough stones of various sizes, whose courses alternate with
a single or triple band of bricks. Many of the stones are set vertically, with bricks
piled among them. There is also some brick decoration that creates a vivid
impression; this imperial structure was clearly thought out and cared for.

The remains of Malagina/Metabole (in the area of Pamukova, Turkey)42 have
been identified as a Komnenian fortress rebuilt in 1145 after a Turkish raid. Part
of the fortification differed structurally from the rest and was identified with this
rebuilding phase. A large projecting construction with arched openings on three

Plate 41. Lopadion (Uluabat). View of the fortification. (Photo: David Hendrix)



byzantine fortications - Press

sides is visible from far away and has visual contact with the whole Sangarios
valley. The façade is built with spolia from the nearby Hellenistic walls, and the
rubble is set in courses. There is a bond with three lines of bricks at the level of
the arch springing. Traces from pendentives in the interior show that the area was
probably covered with a brick dome, which would have supported the platform of
the floor above. Due to its size and position, the construction presented a serious
threat to every attacker. The walls that connected this tower to the rest of the
fortification are built with rubble and bands of bricks.

On the coastline opposite Cyprus, the gulf of Korykos (Kızkalesi, Turkey)43

was an important naval crossing point. The fortifications consist of the land
castle, built on the coast (see Plate 42), and the island castle, built on a rock in the
centre of the gulf.

The land castle is almost square in plan, with two lines of walls (main and
outer) strengthened with rectangular towers. This is a singular case of a con-
centric fortification, with obviously many diverse building phases. In its masonry
there are large quantities of spolia from ancient buildings in the surrounding area.
The island castle was a rectangle, with a single line of walls strengthened with
semicircular towers at the corners.

The older walls of both castles have been dated to the early 12th century and
attributed to Alexios I Komnenos. According to an inscription, the island castle
was built partly by Hetoun I, king of Lesser Armenia, in 1251. Yet it is evident
that these castles, the land one in particular, are palimpsests of various rebuild-
ings that have not been studied properly.

Plate 42. Korykos (Kızkalesi). View of the land castle. (Photo: author)
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Chapter 7

What Makes a ‘Middle Byzantine’
Fortification?

The fortifications included in this part, spanning from the 7th to 12th centuries,
could be seen as among the most genuine creations of Byzantium – the Byzantine
fortifications par excellence. In each of the periods mentioned in the previous
chapters, the state used pre-existing structures and invested heavily in new
buildings to serve specific needs and confront specific enemies. What unifies the
fortifications of this period is the size of the state and its building capacity: no
longer a pan-Mediterranean empire, the Middle Byzantine State was in fact a
peripheral state – a major player in its own neighbourhood, but far from the
universal empire of Late Antiquity. It had, nevertheless, the resources, man-
power, creative force and size to afford distinct buildings, which can be identified
from within the history of fortifications.

The state continued, in many aspects, the trends and building habits of the
previous period, to which it always aspired. After all, Byzantines considered
themselves as the primary continuators of the Roman legacy. And yet, at many
critical moments (and especially at the end of the 11th century), the state adapted
with a remarkable vitality to new conditions, new enemies and new developments
in war technology. It successfully faced (or even provoked and then exploited) the
start of the Crusader era; it followed and borrowed defensive models from its
neighbours, or came up with some solutions on its own. In all these, there is a
distinct versatility and adaptability, which are the main themes that never fail to
characterize ‘Middle Byzantine’ fortifications. One can see, in fact, a variety of
structural, formal and decorative elements that at first may seem minor, but when
put together they form the identity of this group of structures.

Form and Character
Throughout this period, the form of the fortifications – as always – took into
consideration the advantages of the terrain, choosing favourable high places or
following natural contours. But attention was also paid to following a logical
pattern, such as rectilinear fortifications checked by towers to create a complex
that would be both adapted to the ground and able to demonstrate military
prowess. Throughout the period there are two main categories of fortification
constructions: the city walls in old (provincial) capitals were continuously
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strengthened and built up to defend pre-existing settlements. There are only a
few cases of this, however, and there is a distinct tendency, even in the case of
Constantinople, to create smaller divisions within the main enclosures, which
could be easily defended, either from external or internal enemies.

At the same time, almost all new complexes are, with very few exceptions,
small-size fortifications, more compact and easy to defend; these either occupied
the old citadels within or next to settlements (thus adding an extra line of defence)
or were perched on naturally defended strategic locations. Whether used defen-
sively (to withstand enemy raids) or offensively (as rallying points for a marching
army or to secure newly occupied territory), they seemed always adapted to the
modest means of the Middle Byzantine State – a state that, despite its rather
turbulent history, oscillating between apogee and collapse, had the ability to
produce defences equal each time to the challenges they faced.

Masonry – Construction Materials
Building techniques and materials always have a regional character and largely
depend on the availability of resources and local traditions. In Middle Byzantine
architecture a number of masonry types (cloisonné, recessed-brick, all brick, opus
mixtum, etc.) and decorative elements (mainly brickwork in various patterns) have
been traced based on the study of churches. Dating masonry styles has also relied
exclusively on the study of the (relatively few) preserved religious monuments.
The models and theories distilled from over a century of scientific research very
seldom stand scrutiny, since they mostly rely on inadequate data. Reliable infor-
mation comes only from well-studied cases, and these, unfortunately, are few and
far between.

Hence, the problem with fortification masonry styles – why were some
masonry types preferred at a certain point over others? – becomes more acute and
for the time being we lack apparent answers. Were some masonry styles used only
in certain areas, so that when encountered in a distant or unexpected location
they tell us something about the builder’s identity? Can any of them be con-
sidered as ‘typical’ of a certain period? What was the role played by aesthetics and
decoration in masonry styles? Was the masonry even apparent to the viewer, or
was it plastered over (as many believe happened in churches)?

For the 7th- and 8th-century works the core of the masonry is always rubble
with large quantities of mortar. No examples of cribwork have yet been noted. As
for the façades of the walls, a constantly repeated feature was the extended reuse of
ancient material. Indeed, this has been considered so overwhelmingly a feature of
‘Dark Age’ fortifications that a number of cases have been attributed to this period
based only on their façades. The spolia are set in regular courses and are used
occasionally to form decorative patterns and add monumentality to the structure.

Another group of fortifications attributed to the 7th and 8th centuries
(although usually based on very weak arguments) uses roughly hewn stones, many
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times without mortar (drystone). These undefined walls are often seen as a result
of insecurity, perhaps serving as (temporary?) Byzantine refugee camps during
Slavic and Arab raids.

In the 9th-century fortification programme there is a variety of masonry styles
that predominantly use brick, while dressed stones are apparent in more visible
places. Large parts (especially the superstructure of towers) are constructed with
all-brick technique (Ankyra, Constantinople, Nicaea). Whether this aims to
reproduce older styles of masonry or reflects local tradition is hard to tell.

For the 10th and 11th centuries the few available examples, mainly in frontier
and countryside areas (Chandax, Philippoi, Rentina, etc.), are invariably built
with mortared stone masonry. There is no differentiation between masonry and
façade, no apparent refinement in setting roughly hewn stones in uneven courses;
well-cut blocks are used in the corners or other weak parts, like door jambs,
cornerstones, arches, etc. Yet the ashlar masonry in the Syrian fortress of Sigon
can only be regarded as part of a centuries-old local workmanship tradition. At
the centres of imperial presence (Constantinople, Nicaea) parts are constructed
and/or repaired with a ‘Byzantine signature’ technique known as recessed-brick,
concealed-brick or hidden brick, which appears in the 11th century.1

During this period we also find the first attested cases of cribwork use (in the
walls of Rentina and Nicaea), and these are the oldest recorded cases to the best
of my knowledge. It is a technique that will be applied in almost all later forti-
fications (and more generally in architecture), being many times the distinguish-
ing element that allows us to identify the repaired sections of pre-existing walls.
For example, in the case of Komnenian fortifications, which demonstrate a sur-
prising variety of masonry styles and techniques, often imitating older façades,
the use of cribwork may well serve as a guide.

Understanding 12th-century masonry styles can indeed prove rather tricky;
Foss contends that in the difficult early days of the dynasty (late 11th century),
spolia were used in abundance to facilitate and speed up the building process (at
Korykos and Nicaea, for example).2 Then, in succeeding decades the mortared
rubble core was covered with bricks and stones (new or reused) in various styles.
The puzzling spectrum of masonry styles using bricks and stones in distinct and
often decorative fashions may often resemble those used in religious buildings;
yet fortifications exhibit a distinctly wider variety of styles and greater freedom
of execution. The possibilities were almost endless: alternating bands or courses
in fluctuating numbers, even along the same curtain; cloisonné, in simple or
elaborate form, in well-made or irregular courses, with the stones set vertically or
horizontally (Achyraous, Nikomedeia); recessed-brick in its main form (Palio
Pyli); all-brick masonry, mainly for conches, arches and gateways; or roughly
hewn stones with chipped bricks at the joints, commonly found in the simpler
constructions of provincial forts. In addition, masonry could often be partly
covered with a lime mortar slip, perhaps in an effort to disguise some faults,
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especially at the joints (observed in Nicaea, Constantinople, Thessaloniki,
Lopadion, etc.).

Finally, the few military constructions that can be dated right before the end
of the 12th century (such as a tower bearing an inscription of Emperor Isaac
Angelos in Constantinople) are quite different: they are sloppily built with reused
stones set in a disorderly manner, reflecting the general decline of the state before
the 1204 collapse.

Towers
The variety of tower forms seen in Late Antiquity continues through this period
as well, although not consistently. In those cases where new parts are added to
earlier fortifications, the towers seem to follow earlier shapes, like the octagonal
towers in Constantinople or the U-shaped ones in Nicaea. Nevertheless, there is
a distinct change in the structural and defensive capacity of the 12th-century
structures that sets them clearly apart.

In many 7th- to 9th-century Asia Minor fortifications (Sardis, Ephesus, Perga-
mon) there are few, if any, towers. Indentations in the walls might have been
considered as a cheap substitute that could also allow for flanking. The bulk
of the dated towers in the remaining cases are rectangular, and set at regular
intervals along city precincts (Kotyaion, Pergamon). An exception is noticed in the
walls of Ankyra, with a unique pattern of closely built prow-shaped towers
(pointed pentagonal ones), a form never repeated again in Byzantine architecture.
Occasional triangular projections are noticed (Sardis), reminiscent of an Early
Byzantine pattern.

The interior arrangements of these towers are not well known. Those surviv-
ing seem to have had few, if any, openings below the battlement level. Most of
them (such as at Nicaea) were built to accommodate personal weapons, like bows
and arrows, rather than larger ballistae, as in the previous period. Again Ankyra is
an exception, with one defence line with openings for ballistae set above the line
for archers; this arrangement proves that such weapons were still used, even if
rarely.

In many cases the lower parts of the towers (indeed their surviving parts) are
solid (Nicaea, Sardis, Pergamon), hence providing a surface resistant to ramming.
Crenels survive in only one 9th-century case, Nicaea. They are triangular (?),
made of tiles, and scarcely project higher than the wall-walk. It seems that towers
were not much higher than the adjoining walls. However, we have almost no
evidence that illuminates how communication was arranged in times of war. The
extreme case of Ankyra, where the walls and towers are reported to have been at
the same level, thus creating a single level of defence, is singular in medieval
military history and perhaps should be discussed with caution.

The majority of the surviving specimens of 10th- to 11th-century towers were
simple rectangular structures built at corners, next to gates, or along the curtains.
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In view of the lack of surviving superstructures, the proposed reconstructions for
the towers of Rentina reflect an interesting selection, even though their veracity
cannot be confirmed.

The Komnenian period saw a definite degree of renewal and experimentation
in tower building. Even when using traditional shapes (rectangular, octagonal,
U-shaped), towers from this period are robust and actively defensive. Their walls
are massive, and their interior is usually covered with lowered domical vaults sup-
ported either on pendentives or inner buttresses. They are multi-storeyed, with
the main defensive level concentrated at the battlement level, and arrow loops on
the first-floor level. At present it cannot be differentiated between arrow loops
meant for bows and those for the new portable crossbows that appeared during
this period. For the battlement level, especially in the cases where it rests on
massive vaults (Kotyaion, Constantinople, Hieron), it has been proposed that it
was intended to accommodate the new artillery weapon, the trebuchet. Although
these structures were attributed to Manuel I Komnenos, more careful considera-
tion shows that new military technology was not simply introduced overnight.
Forms and weapons were evenly disseminated in all parts of the empire without
any sign of rupture from earlier tradition; it seems therefore that Byzantium did
not ‘adopt’ a foreign trend but rather fully participated in the military advances
that occurred in other parts of the world.

Another feature observed on two Komnenian examples (Constantinople, Palio
Pyli) is the brickwork conches on their façades; they were slip covered and incised
in such a way as to imitate decorative patterns or the masonry underneath.
Similar elements are commonly seen in religious buildings of this period, and
their presence in fortifications poses new questions about the aesthetics of the
period.

Gates
Few gates of the 7th to 9th centuries can be securely dated. Most of them are
simple openings between two towers. The one at Ephesus has two doorways,
with a small distance between them. The gate of Rhodes, although only the
foundation level survives, is also very illuminating since it follows Early Byzantine
strategies, with a follow-up of two gates on the same axis: one opening at the
outer wall and the second at the main wall, flanked by rectangular towers.

The bent gateway of the Ankyra citadel stands out for both its intriguing plan
and its structural details: the barbican, the right-angled positioning of the doors,
the external portcullis and the internal double-leaf door, the extreme use of spolia.
It was initially seen as a unicum in Byzantine fortifications, for which only Islamic/
eastern antecedents could be found.3 Nevertheless, the presence of similar forma-
tions in the earlier North African fortifications of Justinian, in the gates of
Amastris (quasi-contemporary with Ankyra), and in the later Balkan complexes
(Mystras) proves that bent gateways were an integral part of Byzantine tradition.
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Gate examples are far fewer for the 10th to 11th centuries. The north gate of
Păcuiul lui Soare is a typical gate tower, with a double gate opening at its ground
level and along the same axis. They are blocked with a portcullis (outside) and a
one-leaf door (inside). The monumental gate of Samuel’s castle at Ohrid has also
been assigned to this period and is interpreted as a typical structure: it is a simple
opening between two towers.

The same forms of a tower-gateway (Palio Pyli, Acrocorinth), a gate flanked by
a single tower (Constantinople, Korykos), or an opening between twin towers
(Hieron) are also found in 12th-century examples. In most preserved examples
the doors are beneath semicircular arches, forming a relieving panel above a hori-
zontal lintel. They also stand out for their decorative aspirations, with brick
conches, sculptured lintels or brickwork façades. The Gyrolimne Gate of Con-
stantinople, decorated with the three busts of empresses, is another unicum which
needs further attention.4

Ramparts
For the period from the 7th to the 9th century there are many defensive features
that show continuity with the previous era and contradict the claim of a Byzantine
decline. The existence of a double line of walls (outer and inner) in a number of
cases (Rhodes, Abdera, Kotyaion/Kütahya) is at first glance surprising, yet it
shows that the know-how existed and that sophisticated forms of defence could
readily be employed when needed. The lower parts of the Rhodes outer wall
had a talus, meant to withstand artillery fire, mining, etc. This has not been
observed so far in Byzantine military architecture, but it became a common
practice in later medieval castles.

In the few cases where the top section of the wall survives, we usually observe a
single line of defence at the battlement level; the case of Ankyra, with a place for
archers to shoot from below the battlements, stands out. In a singularly preserved
battlement level in the 7th-century Nicaea repairs, we observe rectangular crenels,
each with a cross-wall for side protection; this is a feature prescribed in Hellenistic
military literature but seldom seen in practice. Rectangular crenels also survive in
Ankyra, yet in the 9th-century Nicaea towers the crenels are triangular.

In fact, very few things can be said about the curtain walls of the Middle
Byzantine period, since they have received relatively little notice. A distinct change
is evident again in the Komnenian era, when we see the use of blind arches on the
interior side of the walls. This is consistently used in the Constantinople walls and
Hieron, but also appears in provincial fortifications (Palio Pyli), making it a
widespread trend that was revived in this period for reasons that remain difficult
to explain at present. Blind arches were also encountered in the walls of the
Daphni Monastery (see below); if they date from the 11th century, as some
researchers believe, then we have there an immediate predecessor that demon-
strates continuity with the Komnenian walls.
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Defensive Features
The arrow loops and rectangular openings for ballistae in the Ankyra walls stand
out as among the few surviving defensive features for the 7th to 9th centuries.
Being structured below the battlement level, they were served by corridors within
the wall. A covered gallery with embrasures is also reported at 7th-century Sardis,
although not described in detail. A remarkable feature is preserved in the
10th-century walls of Rentina: a covered gallery protecting a staircase that
descends from the corner tower down the cliff, all the way to the river passing
beneath. Its raison d’être was contested, but the provision of water seems to have
been its most probable purpose. If so, it predates the widespread use of such
devices in the Late Medieval (c.14th century) Balkan castles.

As already discussed, the main evolution in 12th-century Byzantium defences
seems to be the introduction of two new weapons, the crossbow and the counter-
weight catapult (trebuchet). The use of these weapons became extremely impor-
tant to the Komnenian military machine, and their presence must have profoundly
influenced the design, arrangement and structure of the walls (as was also the case
in western Europe).

Historians have not yet researched in depth how defensive elements may have
been altered to accommodate the positions necessary to fire a crossbow. How-
ever, it seems that the arrow slits of this period (for example, in the Komnenian
walls of Constantinople) become much shorter and compact, pointing to a
targeted use and potentially being adjusted for the new weapon. It may also be
that a number of earlier arrow slits in the outer wall of the Theodosian curtains of
Constantinople were adjusted/repaired to accommodate crossbows.

As for the trebuchet, Foss was the first to suggest that the Komnenian towers
(Kotyaion, Constantinople, Hieron) were specifically constructed and acquired
solid roof platforms to facilitate the use of this ballistic weapon. Since it was
possible to throw a stone weighing c.150kg a distance of 300m, its counterweight
may have reached as much as 10 tonnes in weight. Therefore we can easily
understand the need for massive towers and their differences in relation to those
preceding the period.
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PART THREE

THE LATE BYZANTINE
PERIOD
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Chapter 8

The Late Byzantine Fortifications
(13th to 15th Centuries)

The history of Byzantium between the conquest of Constantinople by the forces
of the Fourth Crusade in 1204 and the final Ottoman takeover of the last
Byzantine-held territories in the mid-15th century is a complex one, with
multiple states struggling over the Byzantine legacy and experiencing decadence,
instability and constant warfare.1 We cannot speak of a single state with a stable
frontier line, since these simply did not exist. A number of states, all claiming to
be the heirs and continuators of the Eastern Roman Empire pre-, co- or ante-
dated and succeeded one another, their territories often occupied by neigh-
bouring (Bulgarian, Serbian, Albanian, Italian) rulers, some of whom also claimed
to be Roman emperors. They became vassals to one another or recognized
foreign suzerainty; their power dwindled, and all of their territories became part
of the Ottoman Empire, often following the invitation of local magnates. Their
frontiers were never secure, and their inner security was never taken for granted:
revolts, civil strife, and unionist or separatist ideologies were always present.
Indeed, these entities were usually identified by their capital city, and some
researchers even envisaged them as city-states, following the Italian examples.

It is for this reason that in the following chapters I will examine the fate and the
fortifications of three separate polities, while dealing beforehand with the sources
and army organization in a unified way. These polities were in fact strongly
interconnected (recognizing direct control, suzerainty or precedence over one
another), yet they acted as separate units that independently cared for their terri-
torial integrity, expansion and eventually their security. In each case fortifications
were of the utmost importance.

I therefore follow to a large degree the dynastic lines and examine together the
following three polities:

O the so-called Empire of Nicaea ruled by the Lascarids, along with the
Empire of Constantinople ruled by the Paleologoi, and the part of Pelo-
ponnese that later became known as the Despotate of Morea (Mystras);

O the empire of Thessaloniki ruled by the Komnenos Doukas (considering
themselves descendants of the earlier dynastic families), along with the states
of Epirus (usually known as Despotate) and Thessaly (duchy of Neopatras),
ruled by offspring of the same family; and
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O the empire of Trebizond ruled by another offspring of the Komnenos
dynasty, known as the Grand Komnenoi.

Neighbouring fortifications will also be discussed, such as those built or restored
by the Latin emperors of Constantinople and their vassals, the Venetian and
Genoese colonies and their liegemen, the Bulgarian tsars, and the Serbian kings
and magnates.

This was indeed an intriguing period in which to be alive, one when security at
a personal, communal or state level was of primordial importance. It is a fact that
we can in no way speak of solely state-funded fortifications. Over these centuries
it is more than evident that the state, as a concept, became progressively
embodied by an array of individual magnates, whether large landholders, feudal
lords, city burgesses or monastic establishments; the latter, organized in networks
of dependencies, became virtually independent and powerful enough to secure
their own means of protection. Among all these local players, the emperor (each
emperor) became simply a large landholder, the person whose financial means
and army could force obedience over people who possessed less wealth and
smaller private armies.

Sources Relevant to Fortifications2

Almost all the writers of the Late Byzantine period have dedicated part of their
works to descriptions of battles or military affairs, and each of the Byzantine
states encountered in the following chapters had its own set of sources. For
the Empire of Nicaea/Constantinople during the 13th and 14th centuries the
historians George Pachymeres, Nikephoros Gregoras and John VI Kantakou-
zenos offer a wealth of evidence in that respect, with the last-mentioned having
been one of the protagonists in many of the events he relates. Ramon Muntaner
recorded the Catalan Company’s adventure in Byzantium, having also been
personally involved in many of the events he describes. For the 15th century their
successors were Doukas, Chalkokondylis, Sphrantzes and Critoboulos; many of
them are also our main sources for reconstructing the 1453 Ottoman conquest
of Constantinople. When it comes to the State of Epirus and the Despotate of
Morea, we rely heavily on a number of chronicles such as the Chronicle of the
Morea in its various versions, the Chronicle of Ioannina, the Chronicle of Tocco,
the Chronicle of Galaxidi, etc. Finally for the Empire of Trebizond we have a
single source, the chronicle written by Michael Panaretos.3 It covers, in chrono-
logical sequence, the major political events in the Empire between the years 1204
and 1390.

However, the single military manual of this period, compiled by Theodore
Palaiologos, stands apart.4 The second son of Andronikos II Palaiologos and
Yolanda of Montferrat, he became marquis of Montferrat (1306–1338). In
1326–1327 he wrote his work in Greek, and translated it himself into Latin. This
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work is known mainly from a later French translation (by Jean de Vignay), under
the title Enseignemens ou ordenances pour un seigneur qui a guerres et grans gouverne-
mens a faire. Theodore himself says that he composed the work when he was in
Constantinople and left it to be used by his father (Andronikos II) and nephew
(Andronikos III).

Theodore covers a number of subjects but in a confusing order, always taking a
personal stand and narrating from his own point of view. For example, he touches
upon how to mobilize and organize armies, how to divide the spoils of war, how
to plan attacks, how to use spies, etc. Yet he speaks very little of tactics, and
despite mentioning that castles must be fortified, he does not say how. He states
that people engaged in building walls should be fearsome of their lord, since this
fear would drive them to construct better fortifications. If mercenaries are to be
employed, they should come from different countries, since if they speak the
same language they would be prone to plotting against their employer. Whether
the author consulted older Byzantine authors or contemporary western ones is
debatable.

Army Organization
The Late Byzantine period was the only period in which every part of Byzantine-
held territory was open to slaughter and destruction. Conflicts were not simple
frontier struggles but rather devastating calamities that affected every part of the
country. Byzantium – taken as a whole – in its last period is a society at war, with
no clear frontiers or distinctions between who was fighting and who was not;
thus, reviewing Late Byzantine armies is a complicated endeavour.5 The basic
features of these armies were their small size and motley composition. Soldiers
could be mercenaries, local farmers, conscripts or small fief holders. An army
could not solely consist of mercenaries, simply because there were never adequate
funds for their payment; nor could it consist solely of fief holders or small
landowners since they could never campaign for long periods of time and they
were bound to specific areas, their homelands.

Our information is both very fortuitous and uneven, depending on a variety of
sporadic sources that rarely cover all the Byzantine states. We often have refer-
ences to titles or office-holders without truly understanding what these titles
represented in terms of manpower and potential. In the Empire of Trebizond, for
example, the land forces were commanded by the megas (grand) domesticos, and the
megas stratopedarchis was responsible for local troops. Foreign mercenaries and
divisions were under the megas kontostavlos. Naval forces were commanded by the
megas doukas (grand duke) or amiralio. We also have to bear in mind that the art of
war was substantially altered from the 13th to the 14th century, passing from
what was basically a continuation of the Komnenian army organization to a
system that could be described as ‘early Renaissance armies’, almost identical to
what happened in contemporary Italy.
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For the 13th century information is forthcoming for the Nicaean Empire: the
policy of the Lascarids against a variety of enemies was successful and in accor-
dance with local conditions. They aimed to protect their borders and strengthen
their fortifications by leaning mostly on local forces. They continued extensively
using the pronoia institution, that is, grants of extensive lands or resources to
influential magnates in return for military service, either in person or by proxy.
Smaller land-holdings were also distributed to people who were expected to serve
in either the army or the navy. Finally, mercenaries were employed, but they were
used mainly in more distant expeditions, such as to the Balkans. We learn of dif-
ferent warrior types, such as heavily or lightly armoured horsemen, infantry and
mounted archers, and of different contingents, such as the palace guards, the
castle/frontier guards, etc.

Whether the same systems and divisions applied also to Trebizond and Epirus
is difficult to say. In the sources we find only rare glimpses, such as when
Michael I of Epirus asked Frederic II Hohenstaufen to employ mercenaries from
Italy. We can only assume that, along with mercenaries, local forces would have
formed the backbone of the regional armies, supported by militias that guarded
cities and forts.

The continuous warfare in the Balkans, where a host of different polities
(Byzantine, Frankish, Bulgarian and Serbian) fought each other, demanded enor-
mous resources. Michael VIII Palaiologos is usually accused of utilizing all the
resources of his state to support his western policy: he reinforced the Byzantine
navy and used the Asia Minor military units for his European campaigns. How-
ever, this policy left the Asian provinces undefended and open to Turkmen
raiders. Losing territories, and consequently the soldiers supported by them,
meant that the state had to rely more on mercenaries. The army under his
successor, Andronikos II Palaiologos, comprised constantly changing groups of
mercenaries, combined with inadequate local forces.6 Each time, an army was
formed to confront new dangers and unpredictable situations, with no central
policy or long-term results apart from survival.

Early in Andronikos II’s reign a Mongolian force appeared that had been
requested by his father; he used this force in his battles against Serbia. Later on he
tried to install military units in Asia Minor, which ultimately revolted against him
and had to be suppressed; their failure accelerated the loss of all the eastern
provinces. He next turned to Alan, and then to Catalan, mercenaries.

In 1320 Andronikos II tried once more to organize permanent mercenary
forces and a navy; neither venture was successful. He found himself plunged into
a war with Venice and was forced to watch the Venetians burning Byzantine ships
in the Golden Horn, right in front of his palace. In the ensuing period of civil
wars the military strategy of John VI Kantakouzenos stood out for its simplicity
and consistency: for every conflict he summoned Turkish mercenaries, as he had
excellent personal relations with their leaders.
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What changed in the course of the 14th century and persisted during the
15th century was the recruiting system of western mercenaries, especially after
the advent of professional companies: private armies with strict internal hier-
archies, which followed their own leaders and were hired en masse; these com-
panies became common throughout Europe. The first such ‘condotta’ company
is thought to have been the Catalan Company under Roger de Lluria (it was
named after the provenance of the majority of its members); it was hired by
Andronikos II in the first decade of the 14th century. It was followed by numer-
ous others, both smaller and larger (such as the Navaresse Company); these
companies were employed by anyone who could afford them. In the very last days
of the empire a company led by Giovanni Giustiniani defended Constantinople
itself against the Ottomans, fighting alongside the local Byzantine forces.

The notion of ‘private’ armies was not restricted only to the ‘condotta’ system
in the 14th and 15th centuries. It extended to all the local magnates who sup-
ported smaller or larger forces to ensure their own security and to prevail over
competitors. Such individuals, eloquently described by Kondyli as ‘borderlords’,
were actively encouraged and supported by the imperial government, as long as
their actions suited the state policies. Yet this was not always the case: in the
Despotate of Morea we hear of armed conflicts among powerful families that the
despots were unable to control; there are also the complaints of Manuel II
Palaiologos when the same ruling families failed to support his plans for re-
building Hexamilion. In the last days of Constantinople many of the warriors
defending the city were privately employed and paid by leading figures of the city,
such as the megas doukas Loukas Notaras.

What also stands out for this period is the regular participation of Byzantine
aristocracy in (western style) jousting, which was considered as a method of
military training.7 The first such organization had already taken place in the mid-
12th century under Emperor Manuel I Komnenos, who was himself passionate
about western war techniques and fighting. After 1204 these jousting contests
appear to take place as part of special celebrations, such as in 1341 when Androni-
kos III Palaiologos organized a jousting tournament as part of the festivities to
mark the birth of his son, the future John V. Contemporary authors describe two
forms of combat, one with individual horsemen and another with two teams
engaging simultaneously; the fighting ended in man-to-man combat and could
be violent and dangerous. Another type of military exercise included horsemen
targeting a horizontal plank on a poll, using wooden lances. Clavijo, while
visiting Constantinople in the early 15th century, witnessed such jousting in the
Hippodrome, as did Bertrandon de la Broquière in 1432.
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Chapter 9

The Empire of Nicaea/
Constantinople and

the Despotate of Morea

Introduction – The Major Conflicts
Following the dismantling of the Byzantine Empire by the forces of the Fourth
Crusade in 1204, a state was gradually formed in northwest Asia Minor, usually
known by the name of its capital, Nicaea.1 Its leaders (the Lascarid and then
Palaiologoi dynasties) gradually extended their territories in the central Balkans,
recaptured Constantinople in 1261 and also acquired part of the Peloponnese.
While their Asia Minor and Balkan lands gradually dwindled and were eventually
restricted to isolated cities plus the immediate hinterland, in the Peloponnese
they managed to extend and form a separate branch known as the Despotate of
Morea (or Mystras).

The Events of the 13th Century
Asia Minor, following the fall of Constantinople to the Crusaders, was the theatre
for a number of local rulers trying to expand their territories, such as Manuel
Maurozomes and Theodore Mankaphas. Theodore Lascaris, based in Nicaea,
finally managed to impose himself on local rulers and stop the advance of the
Grand Komnenoi from Trebizond towards the west. Later on, the empire’s
struggle for survival took place on two frontiers: against the Latins to the west
and the Seljuks to the east. In 1225 John III Vatatzes defeated the Latin army, and
the Latins lost all their territories in Asia Minor.

Vatatzes, allied with the Bulgarians, besieged Constantinople in 1235 and
1236. Nicaea extended its territory gradually into a large part of Thrace in order
to encircle the Latin empire and diminish its various contestants, especially the
so-called Empire of Thessaloniki (see below). It eventually conquered Thessa-
loniki, along with a large part of Macedonia (1242–1246), while Epirus assumed
the position of despotate and accepted the suzerainty of Nicaea. In 1259 Nicaea
was able to defeat a coalition of western forces with the Despotate of Epirus in
the Battle of Pelagonia. In 1261 its forces occupied Constantinople, and soon the
new dynasty of the Palaiologos assumed their place as the ruling house of the
reinstated Byzantine Empire. In 1262 they acquired lands in Frankish Morea as a
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ransom for the release of William Villehardouin, prince of Achaia, a prisoner
from the Battle of Pelagonia. In fact, the prince’s ransom consisted of individual
castles (Mystras, Monemvasia, Geraki and Maina), with the obvious understand-
ing that holding the forts meant also dominion over their respective lands. This
distant territory was soon to become the Despotate of Morea.

In the Balkans the offensive and expansionist strategy of the empire (especially
after 1261) resulted in a period of intensive confrontations with the local players,
such as the Kingdom of Serbia, the Despotate of Epirus (which nominally
accepted their suzerainty) and the House of Anjou, which kept a foothold in
Albania. A number of fortresses attributed to this period can indeed be seen as
safeguarding Constantinopolitan interests in the area.

At the same time, the intense focus on the Balkan territories and the inter-
national politics (with, allegedly, an indirect role in the events leading to the
Sicilian Vespers and the destruction of Anjou power in Italy) resulted in a serious
neglect of the empire’s eastern frontiers; in their eyes, the danger from the west
was more imminent. Defences of the Asia Minor provinces were neglected, and
the area soon came under constant raids by the armies of neighbouring Turkish
emirates. The house of Osman appeared exactly at this moment, gradually occu-
pied the Bithynian heartland of the empire and was eventually supported by local
Christian elites as a guarantor of their survival.2 The process was not a smooth
one, nor did it happen overnight; the Turkish armies occupied first the rural
lands, leaving the fortified cities as last outposts of Byzantine control. These were
then cut off from their hinterlands, with no resources, access to commercial
markets or communication with central government.

The Events of the 14th and 15th Centuries
The (ultimately doomed) effort to protect the dwindling Asian provinces of the
empire received the constant attention of Emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos. In
1303, following a series of unsuccessful attempts, he turned to the West and hired
a cohort of mercenaries under the legendary Roger de Lluria to help reconquer
Asia Minor.3 Hiring the Catalan Company led to another epic failure: follow-
ing their initial successes against the Turkish forces in Bithynia, the emperor
murdered Roger de Lluria, fearful of his mounting ambitions. Lluria’s forces
then turned against the emperor and started pillaging the Byzantine lands (in
Bithynia, Thrace and Macedonia) unchecked, until they decided to move further
south towards mainland Greece (see below). After their departure the Ottoman
conquest proceeded even faster. Only Philadelphia and a handful of cities
remained under (nominal) imperial control in Asia Minor.

At the same time, the Byzantine state entered a long period of internal socio-
political strife, expressed in a series of civil wars fought among members of the
ruling families. This led to a quick decline and the loss of Balkan territories,
which benefited its neighbours, such as the Serbian empire of Stefan Dusan. Only
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a few pockets of land were left under Byzantine control, with the exception of
Morea, where the Byzantine presence continued to expand until it covered almost
the whole Peloponnese (with the exception of the Venetian territories). Taking
advantage of the collapse of Byzantine authority (or possibly at the invitation of
some of the various factions participating in the civil wars as mercenaries), the
Ottomans eventually crossed over at Gallipoli and started their conquest of the
Balkans, with Didymoteichon in 1352 as the first step of an astonishingly swift
expansion. Gradually the Byzantines (as all other Balkan polities) were deprived
of all their lands, with the exception of the city (and immediate hinterland) of
Constantinople, some coastal settlements and north Aegean islands, and the
distant Morea. From this point on their main aim was self-preservation.

A surprising Ottoman setback followed their defeat at the Battle of Ankyra
(1402), and the Byzantines took back some of their lost territories (such as
Thessaloniki) and revoked concessions (such as renting the whole Morea Despo-
tate to the Hospitallers). The final half century of the Byzantine state, until the
conquest of Constantinople in 1453, is usually seen as a death rattle, prolonged
by the constant wait for western reinforcements that never materialized.

The siege of Constantinople has been regarded as a milestone in the history of
fortification technology – a successful demonstration of the devastating force that
the new weapon (cannon fire) could inflict on traditional fortifications.4 It has
also been seen as equally pivotal for military changes, as the slightly later Italian
wars of Charles VIII show. Certainly there have been numerous contemporary
and later accounts of the events, as well as miracle stories, myths, reconstructions
and depictions. It has been accorded disproportionate historical/political value
(although this is changing in current scholarship), seen variously as the end of
Byzantium, a milestone in Ottoman history, a struggle of civilizations, etc.

The Fortifications
This is a period of intensified military activity, with a peak in the construction of
fortification structures around 1300, but building continued uninterrupted until
the very end of the state (1453 for Constantinople, 1460 for Mystras). The vast
majority of new structures were ultimately small in size and incorporated a spec-
trum of types, ranging from isolated towers built by local magnates to ambitious
forts with fully explored defensive features. In addition, almost all pre-existing
fortifications received repairs and modifications.

In Asia Minor the 13th century was one of the most creative periods of castle
building, when the Lascarids were focused on securing their territories. The
remains from this period are extensive; fewer examples remain from the Palaio-
logos era, during which the last efforts to defend Byzantine Asia Minor occurred.

The Palaiologos dynasty worked on securing their Balkan territories, and their
building activity in this region was extremely rich in quantity, range of forms and
quality. In some instances these structures were seen as part of a specific
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fortification programme. Such was the case of a series of fortifications around
Thessaloniki, built in the three first decades of the 14th century to defend the
Macedonian territories against Serbian expansionism.5 Another set of fortifica-
tions meant to co-exist and secure the fertile lands around the Evros river were
identified in Thrace.6 In retrospect, many researchers interpret these endeavours
as futile, desperate and hasty. However, when seen from close-up, there is rarely
any sign of despair; they were built with adequate resources, evolved defensive
features and a sense that their existence would secure prosperity.

The most important category of fortifications from this period is civic walls. In
most cases these were mainly additions to older, pre-existing settlements; at these
sites older walls were repaired, and autonomous citadels or forts were very often
added at the highest/most secure point. These could be protected with minimum
forces and could serve as a last refuge against both external assaults and internal
(civic) unrest. In the few newly founded settlements (Mystras) a similar care is
shown for compartmentalized defence. In all cases these structures underlined
the need for increased security from multiple threats.

Another category is the forts/castles (though without the connotation of a
feudal lord), whether isolated or related to an unfortified settlement. Many
medieval villages were often founded or transferred near the walls of such a castle
for protection reasons.

There is a single case of a linear fortification, namely the Hexamilion wall, for
whose (re)construction written sources provide detailed accounts.

Fortifications of Asia Minor7

In Asia Minor most of the pre-existing civic centres (such as Nicaea, Nikomedeia,
Magnesia or Smyrna) received additions or repairs during this period. The dating
of these structures is often the result of correlating historical sources with
masonry styles.

Nicaea (Iznik, Turkey),8 the temporary capital of the state from 1204, experi-
enced exceptional building activity, related to or explained by the dynamic char-
acter of the Lascarid regime. Theodore I Lascaris, the founder of the dynasty, is
credited with building some large and powerful towers (based on inscriptions,
towers 19 and 106), higher than all the previous ones. They were constructed up
to their mid-height with spolia, while the superstructure was built mainly with
bricks. Tower 106 is partly built with cloisonné masonry; both use cribwork.
However, these did not alter the overall defensive system.

Theodore’s successor, however, John III Vatatzes, completely restructured the
defences of the city. He added a lower outer wall and an external moat, and he
heightened the main (pre-existing) wall (see Plate 43). In this way he created a new
unified system that was much admired by his contemporaries. The similarity of
this system to that of Constantinople was not a coincidence, since Nicaea became,
in the minds of its citizens, a miniature of the ‘lost City’, or a ‘capital in exile’.
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The outer wall is built consistently with the same masonry and mortar, clearly
proving that it belongs to a single construction phase. It is a small-scale structure:
its thickness never reaches more than 2m and its height reaches 3–4m, with the
battlement height at 2m. It lies at a distance of c.13–16m from the main wall and
seems to have been built on one side (the counterscarp) of the older moat. A new
moat, whose dimensions are presently unclear, was dug out in front of the outer
wall; some traces are still just visible.

Very similar to Constantinople, the towers of the outer wall were positioned
between the towers of the main wall, so as to provide flanking fire. The outer wall
was defended by two superimposed lines of fire: the lower one at ground level had
arrow slits, usually four between each pair of towers. The upper one, at battle-
ment level, could be reached through double flight staircases built on the inner
side of the wall. The walls were semicircular, with two types of towers: the first
belonged to the ‘open-back/gorged’ type, meaning the rear was left open so that
if they were seized by attackers they could not be used against the defenders. The
second version had closed, interior rooms, with a battlemented roof, which was
c.1m higher than the nearby wall. The outer wall covered the city from the land
side, but not from the lake front, and originally must have had about 105 towers.

As part of the same building phase, the main (inner) wall was heightened to
provide better surveillance and to contribute to the new defensive system. It seems

Plate 43. Nicaea (Iznik). General view with the Late Byzantine outer wall. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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that at the time the level of the ground had risen by c.0.40–0.60m (a process that
continued over the centuries); thus the older ground-floor rooms were no longer
accessed through side posterns, which had been rendered useless and were
consequently blocked. The main wall towers were raised by c.2.50m. New rooms
were added within the superstructure with fire slots for crossbows, as well as for
ballistic weapons. Above them lay the new battlemented roof. Due to these
changes, most towers now had two defensive levels (room and battlement).

In the ‘Encomium of Nicaea’, Theodore II Lascaris clearly states that his
father, John III Vatatzes (1222–1253) was responsible for the restructuring of the
city walls. The masonry styles of the outer wall (along with the new upper parts of
the main wall) are homogenous throughout, with an irregular alternation of stone
and brick bands, and with more attention paid to the gates. The latter are built
with the use of spolia and decorative brick motifs (including ‘recessed-brick’
technique, herringbone, etc.).

The last changes in the defensive system of Nicaea were attributed to the
Palaiologos period. Many towers were reinforced at the battlement level, while
others (towards the lake) were raised higher. Many arrow slits were blocked, and
ballista openings were turned into arrow slits. Foss thought that these changes
could be linked to the need to place trebuchets on the roofs of the towers and
concentrate firepower at battlement level; these necessities could be the result of
a lack of defenders to man the walls.

In Nikomedeia (Izmit, Turkey),9 one of the most important Bithynian cities of
the empire, a series of repairs and additions are dated to the Lascarid activity.
Many of the towers in the Byzantine fortress have received an outer shell built in
all-brick masonry and anchored to the core with cribwork. In one case the brick
masonry sits above a base made with rows of spolia. The similarity of this tech-
nique to the walls of Nicaea, Magnesia and Pegae points to a date in the period
when John III Vatatzes held the city (c.1230–1254). Furthermore, an outer wall
reinforced the enclosure in at least two sections (north and south sides). It was
built with rubble masonry of fairly hewn stones, while bricks fill in the joints to
the point of forming an irregular cloisonné. It resembles again the outer walls of
Nicaea and could therefore be attributed to the mid-13th century.

During the Lascarid rule, Magnesia (Manisa, Turkey)10 was surrounded by a
wall and strengthened by a citadel. Of the city wall, few parts are currently pre-
served, such as a gate with its twin towers. The exterior façade of the gate and the
east tower are built with rubble and spolia, and there are parts with cloisonné and
bands with bricks. The inner façade has a simpler masonry. The western tower
has an upper part built solely with brickwork over a rubble core. All the bricks
are reused.

The citadel is similarly built with spolia, roughly hewn stones and reused
bricks. Most towers are rectangular, but there is a round tower that is decorated
with brick bands and simple meander motifs on the façade.
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The fortifications of Magnesia, both the city and the citadel walls, are attri-
buted by the sources to Emperor John III Vatatzes (1222–1254), a time when the
city served as the seat of the imperial administration, the treasury and the mint.

Another important city in the same area, Antioch-on-the-Meander
(Turkey),11 preserves extensive remains from this period. The (originally Hellen-
istic) city is located in a particularly fertile valley, strategically placed between
Ephesus, Laodicaea, Aphrodisias and the interior of the Anatolian plateau. The
medieval settlement occupied a low hill and displays at least four building phases:
there was a small castle on the east side of the hill (phase 4), two small enclosures
on the north side (phases 1 and 2) and a larger enclosure on the south side
(phase 3). These latter walls had towers at regular intervals, and the whole com-
plex was protected by a low forewall, which enclosed an area of almost 150ha.
Traces of a moat have also been identified.

Including all the additions, the walled area reached a size of 114ha, proving
that Antioch was an important Byzantine city. As to the sequence and dating of
the building phases, the rectangular enclosure at the northeast corner (phase 1)
was followed slightly later by an extension to the west (phase 2). Yet these cannot
be dated with precision (between the 7th and 12th centuries) without excavation
data. The small city of this period was mentioned by the French historian Odo of
Deuil in his writings on the Second Crusade; the city was later (1177) raided by
the Turks.

The south enclosure with the forewall and the moat are attributed to a single
construction period (phase 3) and dated to the 13th century under Lascarid rule.
During this time the whole interior was occupied by houses and other related
structures. The settlement also extended outside the walls on the southeast side of
the hill. Antioch was at this time capital of the Theme of Maeander. Finally, the
small castle at the top (phase 4) was constructed when all the previous walls were
abandoned, perhaps at the end of the 13th century when the whole of Asia Minor
was overrun by Ottoman Turks.

In Smyrna (Izmir, Turkey)12 the oldest fortification is again related to John III
Vatatzes, during the first year of his reign, in 1222/1223. The upper ward
(citadel), at an altitude of c.175m above sea level, was extensively reconstructed
with a new cross-wall towards the city. This cross-wall had rectangular and semi-
cylindrical towers of various sizes, with an outer wall, which was quite thin and
regulated with small towers open at the back. Within the upper ward there was a
smaller rectangular fort. The fort had dimensions of 6006200m, and three of its
towers were actually also part of the citadel.

The Lascarid fortifications followed the line of the older Byzantine structures,
which in turn were probably built upon Hellenistic structures. The larger part of
the Smyrna fortifications has been erased. Towers seemed to have a solid base,
one or two floors and a battlemented terrace. The main gate was a simple open-
ing guarded by a tower.
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Masonry was rubble with spolia set in fairly regular horizontal bands, along
with rows of brick. Some parts, such as the south gate and a circular tower, seem
to have had decorated façades with brick motifs.

In addition to the civic centres, in 13th-century Asia Minor a number of hilltop or
strategically located forts served specific state functions. A few of these forts have
attracted scholarly attention (Nymphaion, Niketiaton), while others have
received summary accounts (Yöre Kalesi, Melanoudion).

The palace/fortress of Nymphaion (Kemalpaşa, Turkey)13 occupied a hill on
Mount Sipylon; with its idyllic scenery, it was the favourite residence of the
Lascarids. A large part of the palace complex is still standing within the enclosure
(see Plate 44). The plan is rather complicated, with at least two wards and a
citadel, and it displays multiple building phases. A pentagonal tower between the
citadel and the ward is preserved in a fair condition: it has a façade with alter-
nating bands of bricks and rubble, and the upper part is decorated with a brick
herringbone motif.

An extensive repair of the Palaiologos period can be discerned in the citadel
walls: the masonry is rubble and quite distinct from the 13th-century walls.
According to Pachymeres, Constantine, the younger brother of Andronikos II,
built some walls in Nymphaion in 1292 (perhaps those of the citadel?).

Plate 44. Nymphaion (Kemalpaşa). View of the palace complex. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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The castle known as Yöre Kalesi (Turkey)14 lies in the Meander valley and
guards a natural passage connecting Anatolia to the western coastland. It occu-
pies a hill, almost 2km from the entrance of the Kayran Deresi plateau, from
which you can see the city of Antioch-on-the-Meander (see above).

The line of the wall was strengthened with rectangular towers. Their remains
are built with a rubble core of uncut stones and lime mortar, set with a timber
frame. The façades were covered with rows of roughly hewn stones, a common
technique in many 12th- and 13th-century fortifications. A second building phase
was recognized in the western part, where both the tower and the curtain were
heightened.

The castle has been dated to the 13th century based on the fact that the area
was a vital part of the Lascarid state – the Seljuk borders lay less than 50km to the
east. It probably functioned in connection with the city of Antioch, which was the
administrative centre of the area.

The fort of Melanoudion (Turkey)15 is built on the side of a lake and occupied
part of the ancient Herakleia of Latmos. It was an almost rectangular structure,
measuring 90635m. It had orthogonal towers on the north side and a series
of blind arches with arrow slits on the inner side of the wall. Gates were opened
next to towers. Being constructed largely with spolia from the ancient city, the
masonry is fairly regular, with rows of dressed stones and bricks at the joins.
Melanoudion was the administrative centre in the 13th century, when the nearby
Latmos mountain was the location of an important monastic centre.

The castle of Niketiaton (Eskihisar, Turkey)16 is situated on the north coast
of the Gulf of Nikomedeia and stands out because it is relatively well preserved
(see Plate 45). The castle is small, measuring 120680m. It consisted of an inner
fortress and a secondary (outer) enclosure. On the north (more vulnerable) side, it
was doubled by an outer wall and a moat. The inner fortress was a rectangular
block of 30662m, strengthened with rectangular towers (larger on the north
face, smaller on the south). The towers were of two storeys, with an entrance on
the ground floor and a passage on the first floor so as to allow direct com-
munication with the wall-walk. Two gates, a main and a postern, opened on the
west and north sides of the fortress respectively.

The northwest corner of the inner fortress was occupied by the ‘palace’,
a residential complex rising up to four storeys (basement, three floors and a roof-
top platform). The basement, covered by brick vaults, was perhaps used for
storage. Large windows illuminated the second and third floors. The entrance
was from the southeast corner, and the floors were reached by a staircase built
into the east wall. The north wall was further externally reinforced by two
buttresses.

The secondary enclosure covered the area to the west and south of the fortress.
It had seven towers, four horseshoe-shaped (at the corners), and two solid rect-
angular, along with four buttress-type projections.
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The whole castle is constructed with a rubble core built with cribwork and has
a facing of alternating brick (with parts in cloisonné). Often the surface was
covered with a coat of grey mortar, which produced a relatively smooth surface.
One of the horseshoe-shaped towers is decorated with a rosette in brick. The
outer wall had, instead, a façade of roughly hewn fieldstones in irregular rows.
Foss differentiated three distinct building phases (inner fortress, enclosure, outer
wall), which he attributed to the 12th and 13th centuries.

Niketiaton appears in texts for the first time in 1241, when it was taken by
Vatatzes during a campaign against the Latins. It was used as the prison of the
legitimate Lascarid heir, John IV, once he was blinded by Michael VIII
Palaiologos. John IV was still held there in 1284, when he was visited by the new
emperor, Andronikos II Palaiologos. The castle is mentioned in 1329 in relation
to the Battle of Pelekanon, having served as a refuge for the Byzantine army. It
passed under Ottoman rule in 1337 and probably served as a palace for the sultan.

Fortifications of the Balkans
In the Balkan territories of the empire, in addition to the cities whose walls were
constantly repaired (Constantinople, Thessaloniki), there were a number of new
civic centres whose creation (or enlargement) was influenced by the specific polit-
ical conditions of this period (Didymoteichon, Serres, Monemvasia and, especi-
ally, Mystras).

In Constantinople (Istanbul, Turkey)17 the pre-existing walls were continu-
ously being repaired until the fall of the city in 1453. The dating for many of
these repairs, however, is open to discussion. Foss believed that such works in the

Plate 45. Niketiaton (Eskihisar). General view of the castle. (Photo: author)
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land walls included the reinforcement of the main wall and towers, the blocking
of the lower line of arrow slits and the concentration of fire mainly at battlement
level. He related them, potentially, to the wider use of the trebuchet and the
crossbow and to the need for protection against (expected) cannon fire, as well as
to the diminished number of men available to man the walls.

A series of outer wall towers, situated along the south part of the land walls,
were rebuilt following the same architectural plan. They are all rectangular, built
exclusively with reused stones. They have a horizontal cornice at their mid-
section, a box machicolation at their southern dead angle (where the tower meets
the wall), and early cannon-holes on all sides. It is tempting to date them to after
the city passed under Ottoman rule, although this cannot be said with certainty.

Similarly, early cannon-holes (with a circular opening on the exterior face, set in
an embrasure of the walls) are encountered in several parts of the main land walls.
Again their date is debated (whether Byzantine or early Ottoman), although the
Byzantines reportedly used also portable/small cannon.

Important information comes from the document known as the ‘Dimitriadis
plan’: executed in the late 19th century by the Ottoman engineer George
Dimitriadis, it accurately portrays the (largely lost or altered) Marmara Sea
walls.18 Among them there is a high rectangular tower whose top is protected by
continuous machicolation, clearly dated to the 14th century. This is a structure
reminiscent of multiple other examples in the Balkans/Aegean and the western
European world, proving that Constantinople’s walls were updated with
advanced defensive forms.

Furthermore, fortified complexes were created along the land walls that could
serve as independent strongholds/residences of the political authority (or con-
flicting political authorities) in times of unrest or peril (coming both from within
and outside the city). Starting from the south, the first such fortified residence
was at the Golden Gate and it played an important role in the civil wars, changing
hands among the contenders.19 John VI Kantakouzenos (1347–1354) built or
reinforced it during the time of the civil wars; John V Palaiologos (1341–1391)
enlarged and embellished it by using architectural sculpture from ruined build-
ings, such as a series of stone reliefs on the façade of the outer wall gate. In 1390
Sultan Bayezid I intervened and demanded the destruction of the fortress, known
at the time as the ‘small castle’ (kastéllion) or small settlement (políxnion); the
emperor complied.

A small sea fort built at the southern end of the land walls, known by the
popular name Mermerkule (‘marble tower’) has been identified by earlier research
as another similar aristocratic residence.20 With the surrounding area currently
filled in, only a large rectangular tower is preserved, as well as a part of the adjoin-
ing wall with overlapping platforms for defenders to fire from embrasures and an
inner courtyard with three underground cisterns (see Plate 46). Its construction
extensively used spolia, all coming from a single (unknown) monument. Peschlow
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identified it as the early 15th-century palace of one Theodore Palaiologos
Kantakouzenos; Asutay saw it as the sea-part of the Golden Gate complex of
John V Palaiologos.

Finally, the Tekfur Saray (known also as the Porphyrogennetos Palace) has
been always considered as the sole remaining specimen of Byzantine secular
architecture.21 Dated to the late 13th century, it occupies the space between the
main wall and the outer wall of the Theodosian enclosures on a hill overlooking
Blachernae Palace. From the original complex is preserved a three-storey wing,
along with an adjoining rectangular tower. The wing, whose façades are richly
decorated, has a semi-covered vaulted ground floor and two floors with wooden
ceilings. Several questions about the complex have not been satisfactorily
answered: was this complex private or public, a palace or a manor house? Was it
fortified or was it simply ‘using’ the adjoining walls, etc?

As mentioned above, various sources mention the repairs of the city’s walls
during its two last centuries under Byzantine rule.22 Michael VIII Palaiologos
(1259–1282), after the reconquest of the city in 1261, ordered that the land walls
be heightened, probably meaning to rebuild the battlements; he also repaired the
sea walls. In October 1343 an earthquake damaged the land walls, and subse-
quently the battlements were added to the wall of the moat, up to the height of
a person. Another earthquake in 1354 destroyed part of the walls, which were
repaired by John V Palaiologos (1341–1391). Inscriptions mentioning Emperor

Plate 46. Constantinople. The ‘Mermerkule’ complex. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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John VIII Palaiologos (1425–1448) prove that similar repairs took place until the
beginning of the 1453 siege. For many of these last repairs, the (by then)
impoverished state also had to rely on private donations. Hence, the sea walls
were partly funded by powerful magnates, such as Loukas Notaras, Manuel
Bryennios and the Serbian despot George Branković, who rebuilt part of the
walls and a tower, as related on preserved inscriptions.23

The city of Didymoteichon (Greece)24 is situated on a tributary of the Evros
(Meriç) river in Thrace. It had been continuously inhabited from at least Late
Roman times, but during this period it became a significant centre. The castle
occupied a steeply rising oval hill and was therefore naturally defensible, acces-
sible mainly from the north and east sides. It consisted of an enclosure that largely
followed the contour of the hill and a citadel at its top. The city walls were
strengthened with towers, rectangular, circular (semicircular or U-shaped), and
in one case pentagonal, closely placed on the north and east sides and further
apart on the south side. To the northwest the wall ran along the river, thus
securing the water supply in times of danger. Some of the towers are decorated
with the monogram of Constantine Tarchaneiotis (c.1352), general and lord of
the city. The more vulnerable northeast side of the walls was further protected
with an outer wall and (perhaps) a moat. Some of the gates were larger structures,
while others were posterns, perhaps only intended for military use. One of the
gates, flanked by pentagonal towers, was later on also protected by a barbican,
with a murder hole opening above the barbican gate. The citadel probably rose
roughly in the middle of the castle and would have been completely independent
from the city walls; no remains are preserved.

The parts of the Didymoteichon walls were variously dated by different
researchers (with contradictory views ranging from the Early Byzantine down to
the Ottoman period), with the prevailing view being that it was a Justinian forti-
fication but with later additions. Many of the surviving parts (such the section
with the monogram towers, the outer wall or the wall along the river) can be
securely attributed to the Late Byzantine era (with the barbican being considered
as an Ottoman addition during the same period).

The city was occupied by the Crusaders in 1204; they were ousted soon after-
wards (1205) by local aristocrats, who then submitted to the Bulgarian emperor
Kalojan (1206), who besieged the castle with war machines and tried to divert the
river. Didymoteichon was later on (1225) occupied by the Empire of Thessa-
loniki, then passed to the Bulgarians (1230) and finally to the Empire of Nicaea
(1246 onwards). It played an important role in the inner strife of the empire in
the 14th century, serving as home, refuge or prison for various members of the
imperial family. John VI Kantakouzenos was declared emperor here and used the
city as his military and administrative base. In 1360/1361 Didymoteichon fell
under Ottoman rule. It is currently believed that members of the elite classes
(secular, military and religious) lived within the city walls, while the commanders
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or the imperial family occupied the citadel. The larger part of the population
probably lived outside the walls.

In the walls of Thessaloniki (Greece)25 the parts attributed to this period are
built with alternating rows of bricks and stones, in a careless and disorderly way.
This masonry has been identified in the northwest city wall, in many parts of the
citadel and in the cross-wall between the city and the citadel. In all cases the
general disposition of the walls remained the same, but various modifications/
restorations/additions were made, including several towers and gates, as well as
the (more fragile) upper levels of the walls. Among the preserved inscriptions and
monograms, one testifies to repairs during the first period of rule of Manuel II
Palaiologos, who was governor of Thessaloniki (1369–1373).

One of the most impressive and best-known parts of the Thessaloniki forti-
fications is the citadel known as the Heptapyrgion (Seven Towers), a heavily
fortified fort with at least ten closely spaced towers built at the highest point of
the citadel (see Plate 4). The constant repairs, and various reuses of the complex
to the present day, have masked the original structure and its founders. A single
inscription above its gate commemorates Sultan Murad II with the date 1430/
1431, that is, after Thessaloniki passed to the Ottoman state. The Heptapyrgion
may be similar to Yedi-kule (‘Seven towers’), the fort Mehmet II built once he
occupied Constantinople. Nevertheless, as in the case of Yedi-kule (which was
built in the same location as the earlier Golden Gate castle), the Ottoman
Heptapyrgion might have replaced or repaired an existing Late Byzantine fort.

In the Macedonian city of Serres (Greece),26 which during the Middle Byzan-
tine period moved to a higher location, part of the citadel belongs to the Late
Byzantine period. Situated on the highest ridge of the hill, it is dominated by the
so-called Tower of Orestes, a massive rectangular and well-preserved building
that probably functioned as a keep and last refuge. The tower was often repaired,
and its west façade was decorated with various motifs and with a large brick
inscription mentioning the castellan (kastrophylax) Orestes, dated c.1345–1350.

The city of Mystras (Greece),27 the only new foundation of this period under
Byzantine rule, developed and eventually became the capital of the Byzantine
dominion in the Peloponnese, later known as the Despotate of Morea, for more
than two centuries. The city was built on the hillside of a spur projecting from
the Taygetos mountain chain (see Plate 47). It therefore offered natural pro-
tection and allowed the city to spread over a considerable sloping area.

The fortifications are divided into three parts. The summit of the hill is occu-
pied by the earlier castle, which acted as the citadel. The upper city and the lower
city wards encircled two parts of the city along the slope of the hill. The walls of
the settlement start from the west side of the citadel, follow the hill slope in a
curvilinear direction, and end at the steep slopes of the east side.

The multiple gates of the walls offered both easy circulation within the
settlement as well as access to the countryside. The present entrance to the lower
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city walls (known as Marmara) was originally a powerful defensive tower. It was
covered with vaults on the first level, with large windows at the second level.
These prove that it was not just defensive; it was also the residence of a large
guard unit, situated perhaps next to a (presently lost) earlier gate. The Nafplion
Gate, on the north side of the upper city wall, gave direct access to the upper city
from the exterior. It originally had a portcullis and was flanked by rectangular and
semicircular towers. The Monemvasia Gate allowed for communication between
the upper and lower cities, while the castle had its own entrance.

The walls of Mystras are, for the most part, built with rubble with a more care-
ful construction at the corners or other structurally vulnerable points. A section
of the walls next to the Marmara Gate was lined internally with blind arches,
which obviously supported the wall-walk. It has been suggested that they pro-
tected an earlier gate, later replaced by the Marmara Gate.

An interesting feature of the Mystras civic walls is that the most important
social institutions (secular and religious) settled directly next to the walls and used
the walls for their own needs. Civic monasteries also nestled next to the walls,
with their own fences (still standing) blocking the sides not covered by the civic
fortifications.

The main complexes of the upper city were the Palace of the Despots and the
Hagia Sophia Monastery (the burial place of the despots). When the Hagia
Sophia was built against the western part of the walls, a gate tower was added

Plate 47. Mystras. General view of the settlement. (Photo: Angeliki Mexia)
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to the pre-existing walls (or a pre-existing tower was redressed with masonry) to
provide easier access to the monastery. Its façade had arches on two super-
imposed levels, with a machicolation on its side.

The Palace of the Despots, a huge complex comprised of various units facing
an open square, was also built in close connection to the walls; in fact the walls
form the rear side of the complex, offering both protection and structural sup-
port. This construction allows the upper city walls to serve as retaining walls for a
large plateau, while at the same time a side gate (presently blocked) facilitated the
palace’s direct access to the outside world. A barbican with semicircular towers
and an external gate offered further protection.

In the second quarter of the 15th century the Pantanassa Monastery was built
on the northeast side of the upper city. Again, the monastery’s precinct partly
used the civic enclosure.

The largest complexes of the lower city were the Brontocheion and Peribleptos
monasteries and the Metropolis. The Brontocheion Monastery occupied the
northwest end of the lower city walls, with its buildings leaning on the walls at the
north end, where there is also a four-storey massive tower with no decoration.
The Metropolis was also situated next to the walls, with its own gate to the
countryside, again protected by a massive tower. The gate is presently blocked,
while only the lower parts of the tower survive.

Recent research concluded that the Perivleptos Monastery was not built within
the pre-existing walls of the settlement but rather outside them. It is surrounded
with an outer wall that formed, however, a continuation of the lower city walls at
their southeast end. These works were dated to the period 1349–1370. The south
side of the monastic enclosure is occupied by a double-storey tower, elaborately
decorated on its eastern façade with numerous western/gothic motifs.

It should also be noted that many of the aristocratic mansions, erected within
the settlement wards, in addition to their impressive dimensions and interior
arrangements, had their own added protection, such as their own towers, solid
walls, few ground-floor openings, etc.

As for the date of the Mystras fortifications, it is explicitly recorded in the
Chronicle of the Morea that the castle at the summit of the hill was the original
core, built ex nihilo in 1249 by the Franks. It was ceded in 1262 to the Byzantines
following the defeat at Pelagonia in 1259. A Byzantine governor is attested in
Mystras from 1289. The settlement was created by moving people from nearby
Lakedaimonia (Sparti) next to the (now Byzantine) fort, and was followed by the
erection of the walls.

There are two theories concerning the building of the walls: the older one
accepts that the walls were created in a ‘dynamic’ way, that is, the upper ward was
built first and then, because of the increasing population numbers, the lower ward
was created in the 14th century to protect the quickly developing suburbs. The
second theory insists that both wards were constructed simultaneously to create
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two consecutive defensive lines, which would increase the resistance capability of
the walls while also separating the two main parts of the city.

The fortified city of Monemvasia (Greece)28 was developed on a rocky out-
crop on the east coast of the Peloponnese. The citadel and the upper ward occu-
pied the plateau at the top of the rock, while the lower city was built on the almost
invisible hillside reaching down to the sea. The citadel was a rectangular complex
with corner towers. The upper ward was protected only on the south side by a
wall, with the settlement within still preserving its Late Byzantine urban plan,
since it was never rebuilt. Among its ruined buildings we can recognize a number
of vaulted cisterns, two churches and a large public building at the centre. The
only standing building is the large Hodigitria Church at the edge of the cliff.

The walls of the lower city followed a P-plan. Towards the end of the
14th century and into the first half of the 15th century the walls were heavily
repaired, and two decrees by the despots, in 1442 and 1450, were directed at find-
ing resources to finance the works. The city had a thoroughfare for commercial
activities. Another road connected the sea gate to the upper city. From the
currently preserved churches, at least 23 are dated to the 14th century.

The bulk of the surviving fortifications in the Balkans consist of fortresses/castles
set on high hills or mountain spurs and in other strategic locations (such
as Pythion, Philippoi, Gynaikokastro and Anaktoroupolis), often enlarging or
reusing pre-existing walls, and intended to safeguard passages and the surround-
ing populations.

The castle of Pythion (Greece)29 lies in the Upper Evros valley, 16km from
Didymoteichon. It was built in 1381 by John VI Kantakouzenos and allegedly
served as his personal stronghold and treasury.

The castle probably consisted originally of two different precincts, an outer
one and an inner one. The inner one, on the east side, was triangular, while the
outer one, on the west side, was trapezoidal. What survives today is part of the
partition wall between the wards, with two rectangular towers at the sides of a
gate that would have facilitated communication and that was secured with two
sets of double-leaf doors (see Plate 48).

The large central tower has side dimensions of 15615m and a wall thickness of
2.5m. It survives to the height of three storeys, while its upper end preserves the
corbels that would have supported a continuous machicolation and (possibly)
another floor. Every storey is covered with built vaults that rest on the central
pillar and the surrounding walls through a system of arches. A staircase built
within the thickness of the east wall facilitated communication between the
storeys. On all the sides of the tower there are openings that provided both light
and air circulation, as well as serving defensive purposes. The south tower is
smaller in plan dimensions but survives to a higher level. The lower part is solid
with no inner rooms.
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Both the towers and the walls are built of large blocks with bricks at the joints.
Lime mortar with chipped brick was used as connecting material. A wooden
timber frame was integrated into the masonry at several levels. Bricks were used
for the construction of arched lintels and vaults. For some arches, and in the large
horizontal bands of bricks, the recessed-brick technique was applied.

The destruction of large parts of the masonry is attributed to the gradual
erosion of the rock, while fallen stones were also stolen. The destruction of the
upper parts of the towers, however, was attributed to someone purposefully
destroying the fort’s defensive capability.

The Middle Byzantine citadel of Philippoi (Macedonia, Greece)30 during this
period functioned as an isolated fort, and a large central tower was added to its
interior. The tower is preserved to a height of 12m. It was c.3m thick and the
sides were 12m long. The gate was c.1.50m above present ground level. From
there on, a staircase within the wall led to the upper storeys. The ground floor is
covered with a low domical vault on pendentives. For the next three storeys, the
first rested on the ground-floor vault, while the two others were on wooden
floors. Narrow light-slots opened at the first storey. From the lost flat roof one
could have an unhindered view in all directions. Poor lighting within the tower
proves that it was not designed as a house but rather as a storeroom. Its purpose
was the security of the inner ward, the seat of the castle’s guard.

The so-called Markovo Kale (N. Macedonia)31 was built around 1300.
Elevated on an irregular plateau above a river, it occupied the site of a Late

Plate 48. Pythion. View of the surviving part of the castle. (Photo: Flora Karagianni)
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Antique fort. Measuring 105685m, it consists of a main enclosure and a citadel
cut off by an internal cross-wall. The citadel was protected by a large pentagonal
tower at the apex of the hill and a cylindrical one at the cross-wall. Its interior
probably housed the barracks for the garrison.

The castle known as Gynaikokastro (Greece)32 lies 59km north-northwest of
Thessaloniki. It is strategically located for the protection of Thessaloniki and its
region, since it controlled the Axios valley and the crossings to west Macedonia.
It was built on a steep hill, c.106m high, on a spot that secured full visual control
of the surrounding area.

The castle is oval in shape and surrounds an area of almost 2.5ha; it is strength-
ened at long intervals with rectangular and semicircular towers. The masonry
consists of rubble with the sporadic use of brick. The main gate lies on the
smooth, south side of the hill and is nearly destroyed. Excavations proved that it
was guarded by a bastion. A second, lesser, gate lies near the northeast corner of
the precinct.

The citadel in the northeast part of the castle is divided from the rest of the
castle by two walls. The west wall is carefully made and has a series of blind
arches on the inner side. The citadel, with an area of c.0.2ha, is crowned at the
highest point with a rectangular tower.

The tower survives to a height of 7.50m, and the masonry is an irregular
cloisonné with bands of all-brick masonry, probably concealing timber cribwork.
The remaining parts include the ground floor and the first floor. A traverse
wall divides the first floor into two rooms, one of which was transformed into a
chapel. Fragments of wall paintings from the chapel preserve the monogram of
the Palaiologan dynasty. The ground floor included two brick-vaulted cisterns,
covered with double layers of hydraulic mortar. The descent to the cisterns was
made from the first-storey floor via a narrow staircase built within the thick-
ness of the partition wall. Communication between the cisterns was achieved
through a narrow passage, while the external walls had openings for the circula-
tion of air and light.

The castle was founded by Andronikos III Palaiologos shortly after his ascent
to the throne (1328) as part of a programme to strengthen the vulnerable parts of
the state with new castles. According to legend, the castle was so strong that even
with a female garrison it could withstand all enemy assaults (hence the name
gynaikokastro, meaning ‘the castle of women’). It was used in the civil war between
John V and John Kantakouzenos that erupted after the death of Andronikos III
(1341). It was occupied by Stefan Dusan but was returned to the Byzantines
following negotiations. It was occupied by the Turks in 1373–1374 and was later
known as Avret-Hisar.

The castle of Anaktoroupolis (Greece)33 is a naval fort occupying a low hill
overseeing a safe harbour that could control the coastline of Thrace and eastern
Macedonia. The enclosure surrounded an area of 6ha with a perimeter of 540m.
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The wall had rectangular and polygonal towers. The main gate lay at the west
side, flanked by two towers. The larger polygonal tower had a narrow and high
entrance, which was quickly afterwards filled in and reinforced with a buttress.
Communication with the top storey of the tower was via an external staircase.

The enclosure was later reinforced on the east side with an outer wall. Within
the castle, another wall was built along an east–west direction that divided the
enclosure in two, probably creating a second line of defence. Repairs and later
additions are visible in many parts of the walls and towers. The castle was care-
fully built with masonry consisting of rows of stones and bricks, with large bricks
also used at the joints.

Based on the surviving inscription, Androníkou KontosteQánou mecálou doukóz

miní Ioulív . . . I [Andronikou Kontostephanou grand duke in the month of July . . .], the
erection of the castle had been dated between 1167 and 1170, but it is currently
accepted that it should be dated to 1340, and therefore the castle was part of
Andronikos III’s building programme. Slightly later it was besieged by the forces
of John VI Kantakouzenos, during his campaign against John V Palaiologos.

The single linear fortification known from this period is the rebuilding of
Hexamilion (Greece)34 in 1415. The parts attributed to this period are few and
consist of mere feeble walls constructed with rubble. Builders reused the older
material and followed its line. It is interesting to note that during these works
they found the older marble dedicatory inscription from the 6th-century restora-
tion (by Victorinus, under Justinian, see above) and probably reinserted it in the
walls as a contemporary invocation to the divine and as a sign of continuation.

Despite its meagre remains, the information concerning this construction is
quite rich. The wall was rebuilt at the order of Emperor Manuel II Palaiologos in
an operation lasting for forty days. It was praised by contemporaries, including
the emperor himself. The endeavour, however, caused a local uprising in the
summer of that year, since it was considered too much of a burden for the local
population, that is, the local landowning families who contributed funds and
workers. Yet despite the belief that the wall would secure the Peloponnese against
all assaults, it was easily breached in 1423 and again in 1431 by Ottoman armies.
Restored in 1444 by the Byzantines, it was breached again in the winter of 1446
and in October 1452 under the cannonfire of the marching Ottoman army.
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Chapter 10

The Empire of Thessaloniki/
the Despotate of Epirus/

Duchy of Thessaly

Introduction – The Major Conflicts
For Epirus, the most comprehensive historic account remains the work of Donald
Nicol.1 In the incessant struggles witnessed during these centuries among the
Balkan states, Epirus aspired to imperial legacy, yet in reality constantly fought for
its survival. This state and its components have been known under various –
although contested – names (Empire of Thessaloniki, Despotate of Epirus, Duchy
of Neopatrars/Thessaly/Great Vlachia). Even its Byzantine identity could be
questioned since the reigning Komnenos Doukas family were periodically
replaced by Italian, Serbian and Albanian rulers. Their adventurous history simply
shows the complexity of the Late Medieval Balkans and the gradual blurring of
ethnic/political identities.

The Events of the 13th Century
Following the Fourth Crusade, the area of Epirus came under the leadership of a
branch of the Komnenos family (known as Komnenos Doukas). This included
the older theme of Nikopolis, with its capital in Arta. Under its first ruler,
Michael Doukas, it was quickly converted into a centre of resistance against the
Latin invaders and a haven for Byzantine refugees. Although he initially con-
sented to rule as vassal both of the Venetians and the Latin emperor, at the time
of his death (1215) his lands stretched over the whole western part of the Balkan
peninsula, from Naupaktos in the south to Dyrrachion in the north, including a
large part of Thessaly and some of the Ionian islands. Next to Arta, Ioannina
became a second centre of administration and defence.

Michael’s successor, Theodore Komnenos Doukas, in a swift and brilliant
series of military campaigns, extended his territories into Thessaly and western
Macedonia. In 1224 he annexed Thessaloniki, putting an end to the short-lived
Latin Kingdom of Thessaloniki and initiating his own, equally short-lived,
Empire of Thessaloniki. His fate was sealed in the Battle of Klokotnica, when the
Bulgarians, under John II Asan, defeated him and occupied much of his
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Macedonian territories. Henceforth, Thessaloniki and its immediate hinterland
remained as a separate entity until it was in turn annexed by the Empire of
Nicaea. Epirus (along with much of Thessaly) continued its independent course
under a new ruler (Michael II). In 1251 Michael II was defeated by the Nicaean
Emperor John III Vatatzes and was obliged to accept a subservient position,
being named despot. In 1257 Manfred Hohenstaufen, son of the Roman emperor
Frederick II, occupied a large part of the Epirus territory on the coast of Albania
(including Dyrrachion, Valona, Kanina, Berat and Corfu), creating a polity that
would later on become the (Angevin) Kingdom of Albania. Michael became his
ally, and he did the same with William Villehardouin, prince of Achaea. With
their support he waged another war against the Nicaean Empire. The Battle of
Pelagonia (1259) resulted in a huge defeat, and in its aftermath all the major cities
of Epirus were temporarily occupied by Nicaean garrisons. These were soon
dispersed, and Michael II was reinstated as ruler thanks to local support; a peace
treaty was signed in 1264 with the Byzantine Empire, now reinstated in Con-
stantinople under Michael VIII Palaiologos. On his death, Michael II bequeathed
Epirus (extending from Naupaktos in the south to Ioannina in the north) to his
son Nikephoros, and Thessaly (with its capital at Neopatras) to his illegitimate
son, known as sebastokrator John Doukas.

In the turbulent last decades of the 13th century (c.1274), Nikephoros and
John sided once more with the enemies of Constantinople, the House of Anjou of
Naples. Forces sent by Constantinople in 1277 failed to force them into sub-
mission. In 1278 Nikephoros occupied Butrint from its (Constantinopolitan)
garrison and then ceded it to the Albanian Kingdom, thus becoming an Angevin
vassal. The Constantinopolitan forces defeated the Anjou army in 1281, occupy-
ing Dyrrachion, Kanina and eventually Valona. After the death of Michael VIII
Palaiologos, Epirus sided with Constantinople (by 1285) and eventually against
Thessaly; the latter in turn sent forces to raid Arta. Yet once more Nikephoros
attacked imperial territory in c.1290. In 1292 Palaiologan forces attacked Epirus
and besieged Ioannina unsuccessfully. When Thamar, the daughter of Nike-
phoros, married the Anjou heir (Philip of Taranto) in 1294, her dowry consisted
of a series of fortresses (Naupaktos, Angelokastro, Eulochos and Vonitsa, with all
their dependencies); the despotate was seen henceforth as an Angevin fiefdom.
With the death of Nikephoros in 1296, his wife Anna became the regent.

In Thessaly, after the death of sebastocrator John I in 1289, his sons (sebasto-
krators Constantine and Theodore, called dukes in western sources) ruled inde-
pendently and once more invaded Epirus in 1295; a peace treaty was concluded in
the summer of 1296, under the auspices of Angevin overlordship.

The Events of the 14th Century
At the beginning of the 14th century the despotate seemed restricted on all
frontiers. In the north, the lands previously disputed between the Angevins and
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Byzantines (from Constantinople) would soon witness the growing involvement
of native Albanians and the upcoming power of Serbia. In the south, the Angevins
and (their vassal) Franks were actively pursuing an expansionist policy. In the
east, the state of Thessaly was also a difficult neighbour. In 1301 and 1302 yearly
raids took place by Thessaly forces against Epirus. Soon afterwards, both sebasto-
krators died, and it was the turn of Epirus to attack and occupy the strategically
located castle of Phanari, which was returned in 1303.

When in 1304 Charles II Anjou demanded homage from Thomas, the young
despot of Epirus, his mother Anna refused, stating that their natural lord was the
emperor of Constantinople. Charles organized a retaliatory expedition; he laid
siege to Arta for at least a month (unsuccessfully) and then attacked the castle of
Rogon, where they were also defeated. Following these events, Thomas recap-
tured the castles of Vonitsa, Naupaktos and Butrint from the Angevins in 1305;
he had to give them back in 1306.

In spring 1309 an unexpected new player appeared in the area: the Catalan
Company. This mercenary army, initially employed by the Byzantines against the
Turks, gradually made its way through Macedonia down to Thessaly, pillaging
along the way. It was eventually hired by the Duke of Athens to help him against
the sebastokrator John II of Thessaly, but the mercenaries soon turned against
their employer and occupied the French Duchy of Athens in the Battle of
Almyros (1311).2

During this period the states of Epirus and Thessaly were both reunited
through marriages, even nominally, to the Byzantine Empire. The confusion
and unrest reigning during these years is best demonstrated by the fact that the
imperial envoy to Berat, Syrgiannes Philanthropenos, on his own, launched an
attack in 1314–1315 against Arta and Vonitsa. Despot Thomas cut his ties to
Constantinople, with the emperor in turn proclaiming him a rebel. In 1318 the
rulers of both Epirus and Thessaly died without heirs. Thessaly drifted into
anarchy, with local magnates carving out domains before the Catalans from
Athens intervened and occupied most of it. Epirus passed under the rule of the
Italian house of Orsini. In practice the state was mutilated, since the area of
Ioannina (the co-capital of Epirus) defected and declared allegiance to the
Emperor of Constantinople. The new despot, Nicholas Orsini, was confined to
Arta and the south of Epirus and was soon replaced by his younger brother John
(1323). John, during the Byzantine civil wars (see above), reoccupied Ioannina.

From here on, the despotate experienced incessant warfare among local and
interregional players (Venetians, Byzantines, Italians, Franks, Albanians, Serbians,
etc.); it briefly reverted to Byzantine rule (1337–1348), yet it cannot be differen-
tiated from a number of other entities (such as Genoese Chios, the Florentine
Duchy of Athens, the Venetian Duchy of the Archipelago, or the Frankish
Princedom of Achaia before it was eventually acquired by the Despotate of
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Morea) that survived under different forms, lords and names until their ultimate
integration into the Ottoman Empire.

The Fortifications
The territories governed by the Komnenos Doukas family were never stable for
long periods, nor were they clearly defined. Parts of them were lost and regained,
or given to family members as dowries or appanages. The sources mention a
variety of fortifications that were built, besieged, occupied or lost during this
period. The main focus lies with fortified cities, which acted as regional centres
with extensive control over their respective hinterlands. Their prominent citizens
seemed to be politically active, accepting, negotiating or rejecting prospective
rulers. In the end, the survival of the state of Epirus was tied to the support and
dedication the Komnenos Doukas family received from the citizens of their
territories. In return, the cities were defended and protected. The rulers or their
representatives occupied their citadels, which acted both as a last refuge in case of
danger as well as administrative centres. Next to the walled cities, there were
strongholds built at strategic locations, usually related to mountain passes. Their
small size obviously reflected the size of the garrisons that manned them.
However, few of them have received scholarly attention.

Among the cities that were part of the despotate (in Epirus and Thessaly, either
built or temporarily occupied), Arta, Ioannina and Neopatras stand out as
regional capitals, followed by a number of important settlements (such as Berat,
Servia, Rogon and Naupaktos).

Arta (Greece)3 is built on the site of ancient Amvrakia and offers natural
protection since it is surrounded by the Arachthos river, which allowed for
communication with the Ambracian Gulf. The fortifications consisted of the city
walls and the citadel (castle), where the Palace of the Despots would have been.
From the city walls very few remains are preserved.

The citadel, however, is preserved almost intact, even though it was largely
restored during the Late Ottoman period (see Plate 49). It is a trapezoidal shape,
covering 9ha at the northeast side of the city, with its two sides facing the river.
The walls followed the line and used the foundations of the ancient Amvrakia
wall. They reach a height of c.10m and had a walkway and rectangular battle-
ments. They are strengthened with eighteen towers of various shapes (rect-
angular, semicircular, polygonal and triangular; the last two types being Ottoman
additions). The northwest side of the walls are also protected by an outer wall.
The main gate opens to the south, while a postern gate lay on the north side of
the walls. The northwest triangular part of the walls, towards the city, was cut off
by a transverse wall and functioned as the last refuge of the castle. The gate of the
transverse wall was placed next to a rectangular tower and protected by a box
machicolation.
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The Arta walls are attributed to the middle of the 13th century, during the
reign of Michael II. He probably reused the ancient or even earlier Byzantine
remains. During the 14th century the city was attacked and besieged numerous
times by the Byzantines, Franks, Serbs and Albanians.

As already mentioned, the city of Ioannina (Greece)4 was mentioned for the
first time in the context of the Komnenian wars. Yet during the despotate period
the whole city enclosure was restructured and acquired its present form; it
covered a large trapezoidal area whose three sides were surrounded by the
Ioannina lake. Two distinct citadels (each a smaller rectangle) occupied the
corners of the trapezoid towards the lake (northeast and southeast). The city walls
were later incorporated in the 19th-century remodelling: large sections are
actually preserved on the inner side of the current Ottoman castle, and they were
built with rubble masonry and with broken bricks irregularly filling all the joints.
Some of the rectangular towers are also preserved, placed at irregular intervals.
A tower-gateway, known as the Thomas Tower (based on its brick inscription),
was a later addition and protruded on the inner side of the walls; its façade was
constructed with cloisonné masonry with a brick arch around the gate opening.
Another tower is decorated with brick crosses on its façade.

From the two citadels (known as the Municipal Museum and Iç Kale), one
has been attributed to the 11th century and the other to the despotate period
(with different researchers having contradictory views). The Municipal Museum/
northeast one preserves a large oval tower, which can also be attributed to the

Plate 49. Arta. View of the citadel. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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despotate period. It also had a gate that originally closed with a portcullis and was
flanked by towers.

The extensive rebuilding of the Ioannina walls during this period has been
dated to the time of Michael I Komnenos Doukas (1204–1215) based on a con-
temporary source; additions were also carried out during the 14th century. The
Thomas Tower has been attributed either to the Serbian despot Thomas
Preliubovic (1367–1384) or to Thomas Komnenos Doukas (1296–1318). The
Chronicle of the Morea mentioned the existence of a large moat that covered all
the side towards the land, turning the city into an island; a bridge over the moat
led to the castle gate, although nothing of that structure is preserved.

The city of Berat (Albania),5 also known as Beligrad or Belegradon in this
period, was one of the largest centres in the West Balkans. It was strategically
situated on a rocky outcrop above the river Osoum, at the entrance to a fertile
valley. The medieval walls rise above the foundations of ancient Antipatrea.
Despite its turbulent history, it was continuously a Byzantine administrative and
military base for the wider area, initially for the Despotate of Epirus and later on
for the Empire of Constantinople.

The city walls covered the plateau; the settlement was at the top of the hill and
enclosed a huge area (c.9ha). They were strengthened with twenty-four towers
and had one main entrance and three lesser ones. This enclosure was further
expanded to 15ha by two newly constructed walls that enclosed all the slope down
to the river, securing water access in times of peril.

The citadel of the city rested at the higher point of the hill and seems to have
been a single-period construction, strengthened by five towers (see Plate 50). It
was internally divided by a cross-wall, with its best-protected section probably
destined for the local governor or imperial representative. An immense under-
ground cistern, covered with brick vaults, was probably part of the palace
basement.

The walls of Berat exhibit a variety of structural and formal elements, often
copying older techniques or building phases. Various types of tower co-exist,
such as round, rectangular, triangular and even pentagonal (prow-shaped). The
latter were regarded as reminiscent (or even as a restoration) of Early Byzantine
fortifications. In their masonry they extensively use bands of bricks alternating
with courses of roughly hewn stones. Older research attributed the Berat walls to
the first ruler of Epirus, Michael I (early 13th century), with the citadel being
added in the second half of the 13th century. Ćurčić has also pointed out resem-
blances to the Palaiologan fortifications of the first half of the 14th century (such
as Gynaikokastro and Pythion).

The walled city of Servia (Greece)6 overlooks the Aliakmon river valley and
the route that leads from western Macedonia to Thessaly. It was protected by two
different lines of walls, which protected the upper and lower cities. A third wall
formed the citadel at the higher part of the hill. The defence was strengthened
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with rectangular and circular towers, placed at regular intervals. There was no
moat or outer wall, since the position was naturally defended. The lower city was
for the citizens, the upper for the military and the citadel for the ruler. Therefore
there were three lines of defence against external enemies, as well as protecting
the commander of the citadel against internal unrest.

The lower city wall has not left many traces, so it is impossible to know its plan
precisely. It surrounded an area of c.7.5ha. The preserved parts are on the north
side and along the hill slope. The entrance was at the northwest side of the hill,
the only accessible side. The settlement was partially occupied until the early
20th century.

The upper city wall survives in better condition, its plan being polygonal and
surrounding an area of c.2ha. The walls follow the topography of the ground and
are protected by circular and rectangular towers. It was the second defensive line
and provided a refuge for the citizens in case the lower city was taken. It was also
less densely populated.

The citadel is preserved in a far better condition (see Plate 51). Its layout is in
the shape of an irregular pentagon, and the walls survive to their full length, sur-
rounding an area of c.0.25ha. The rectangular towers are preserved to a con-
siderable height.

Two rectangular towers defended the side towards the upper city; the west
tower survives almost to its original height, including the battlements, although
the side facing the citadel is completely destroyed. Based on masonry traces, the

Plate 50. Berat. View of the citadel, inner part. (Photo: author)
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tower had three storeys. The floors were wooden, as was the roof. The north
tower is less well preserved. The towers resemble each other but differ from the
rest of the fortification. They both had two small windows overlooking the city
and one in the side walls, where their height is considerably diminished due to the
ground inclination. Their masonry preserves traces of decoration, with shallow
niches and the use of bricks alternating with stones throughout the masonry (see
Plate 52). This is a well-known Palaiologan masonry style, and the erection or
extensive rebuilding of the towers could have taken place in the 14th century.
The lime mortar connecting the stones is of particularly good quality, hence the
preservation of the masonry despite the rough weather.

The foundation of the castle is tied to the Byzantine-Bulgar conflicts of the
10th and 11th centuries. It was built to ensure the safety of the farmers and
shepherds of the surrounding area, occupying a naturally protected and strategic
location for access towards the south. In the 10th century it was controlled by the
Bulgars, led by Samuel. In 1001 it was captured by Basil II when its commanders
were ambushed, a story mentioned by Kekaumenos in his Strategikon.7 In 1018 it
was partially destroyed so as not to be used by the Bulgarian army. In the
13th century it was considerably enlarged, being part of the Despotate of Epirus.
A faithful and detailed description was given by Emperor John VI Kantakou-
zenos. In 1393 it was conquered by the Turks.

Plate 51. Servia. View of the citadel. (Photo: Flora Karagianni)
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The town of Rogon (Greece)8 lay on a low hill at the north end of the Louros
valley. The impressive walls of the Byzantine period followed the formation of
the ancient fortification. On the top of the hill there is a strong wall, enclosing
an area of 0.9ha. Its southeast part was cut off with two transverse walls, each
strengthened by a projecting tower, so as to create a citadel-refuge in case of
siege. On the north and northeast sides there were two more enclosures with
towers, which were repaired in the Late Byzantine period, and probably again in
the 14th century, when the city began to have an important role in the military
campaigns. Indeed, from the 13th century onwards the town of Rogon became
one of the key cities of the Despotate of Epirus.

The walled city of Naupaktos (Lepanto, Greece),9 popularly known from the
1571 naval battle, controls one of the most important harbours of the western
Balkan coastline. Its imposing fortification is among the best-preserved monu-
ments in the Balkans. The city walls stretched from the harbour upwards, cover-
ing the hillside of the nearby spur. The citadel occupies the top of the hill, while
two branches of curtain wall descend towards the sea, encircling the harbour. The
walled area is divided into five parallel defence zones, further divided by trans-
verse walls that could be separately defended. The three upper zones formed the
main Byzantine castle. The two lower zones, which are larger in size, are situated
close to the harbour and encircle the main part of the town.

The lower (fifth) zone starts from the harbour and ends with the first transverse
wall; it protects the lower town, and its walls were constructed by the Venetians

Plate 52. Servia. Tower of the citadel, masonry detail. (Photo: Flora Karagianni)
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in 1407. The fourth zone protected the part of the settlement known as the upper
town. The walls form a trapezoidal area, which was originally sparsely inhabited.
These walls are preserved in good condition, with a single arched gate in their
eastern part connecting them with the inner city. Another large gateway, known
as ‘faltsoporti’, was decorated with the Venetian emblem and was built next to a
later horseshoe-shaped bastion; this gateway allowed for direct communication
with the countryside.

The third zone currently preserves a large cistern and storeroom complexes.
The current access is on the western walls, formed by a line of gates opening next
to a rectangular tower. The second zone is covered by the ruined houses of the
Byzantine settlement, with the exception of a church and two cisterns. The final
(first) zone includes the citadel, which communicated with the second zone via an
arched gate. A secondary gate gave access to the northern, steeper exterior of the
castle.

The city, due to its strategic location, was inhabited continuously from pre-
historic times. Many of the medieval walls used material from the classical walls
or (in the citadel) formed the base of the Byzantine towers. At the end of the
9th century Naupaktos was part of the theme of Nikopolis, and in the early
10th century it became its capital. It is to this period (10th to 11th centuries) that
the first structure of a Byzantine fort should be dated. In 1025 it was the seat of a
general, and after 1204 it was allocated to Venice. In 1210 it passed under the
control of Michael I of Epirus, and in 1294 it was given to the Anjou of Naples as
the dowry for Nikephoros’ daughter Thamar. The Anjou reportedly repaired the
walls, minted coinage and turned the city into a major commercial station. In
1378 Naupaktos was occupied by the Albanian lord Gino Bua Spata. In 1407 it
passed under Venetian rule, during which the walls were reinforced once again.
Following three failed attempts (1462, 1477, 1485), the city was finally occupied
by the Ottomans in 1499.

The city of Neopatras (Ypati, Greece)10 became prominent in the 13th and
14th centuries, first as the capital of the Byzantine (quasi-independent) state of
Thessaly/Great Vlachia and later on as the northern epicentre of the Catalan
Duchy of Athens. The city occupied the side of a steep hill, on top of which lay
the citadel and seat of government. Both the citadel and the city were fortified,
although very little remains today from the civic enclosure(s).

The citadel preserves only the lower parts of its walls, currently serving as
retaining elements. Its walls followed the irregular contour of the hilltop, with a
few rectangular towers irregularly spaced along the vulnerable southern side. It is
from this side that access to the citadel was possible. Recent excavations have
revealed the traces of the gate, including its threshold, part of the paved street and
a water conduit. Within the citadel, there is a large cistern that would have
originally been the basement of a (currently lost) central tower. The walls of
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Neopatras are mainly built with rubble masonry and mortar, obviously using
locally found material.

The walls are usually attributed to the 13th century, during the period of
the Great Vlachia duchy. As well as isolated mentions in historical sources as the
seat of the duchy, Neopatras is known to have successfully sustained a prolonged
siege in the 1270s (1272–1273 or 1274–1257) by the forces of Constantinople.
Sebastokrator John I Doukas managed to escape from the castle (thanks to a ruse),
asked for help from the Frankish Duke of Athens, and returned to relieve the city.

Among the surviving forts, few have been studied or adequately described. The
castle of Phanari (Greece)11 is a hilltop fortification in western Thessaly that
overlooks the plains and controls one of the mountain passes through which the
cities of Arta and Trikala communicated. The enclosure covered a relatively small
area (c.0.26ha), forming an irregular trapezoid (see Plate 53). The walls were
reinforced at irregular intervals by six projecting rectangular towers; they were
built at the corners or close to the gates. The towers were originally two-
storeyed, with a single platform to fire from at the battlement level. The walls rise
to heights of 9–13m, with a thickness of up to 2m; they end with a walkway pro-
tected by crenels. The main gate opens to the south, while a secondary one was
situated on the north side. The walls were built with sandstones from local

Plate 53. Phanari. View of the castle, inner part. (Photo: author)
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bedrock, set in irregular rows, with larger roughly hewn ashlars at the corners.
The remains of buildings within the enclosure date from the Early Modern
period, including a rectangular cistern, a gunpowder magazine, a small bathhouse
and a mosque.

According to sources, Phanari was erected in the late 13th or early 14th century
as part of the fortifications safeguarding the state of Thessaly. Quickly after-
wards, a settlement developed outside the walls, occupying the area to the west of
the castle.
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Chapter 11

The Empire of Trebizond

Introduction – The Major Conflicts
The Empire of Trebizond, on the northern shores of Asia Minor, was ruled for
almost 250 years by an offspring of the Komnenian dynasty, and has long been an
intriguing case in Byzantine studies. Earlier research tended to neglect it due
to its multicultural and regional character – its ‘exotic’ and distinctive features
seemed alien to ‘mainstream’ Byzantinists. Modern research, however, is follow-
ing in the footsteps of the monumental study by Bryer and Winfield1 and re-
appraising its cultural complexity, the astonishing artefacts it produced, and its
combination of local identities, Byzantine traditions and international relations.2

The Events of the 13th Century
By the turn of the 13th century members of the imperial nobility (grandsons of
Andronikos I Komnenos) had managed to carve out their own dominion on the
Black Sea shores of Asia Minor.3 Following the Latin occupation of Constan-
tinople (1204), they styled themselves as the ‘Grand Komnenoi’, and assumed the
imperial title with Trebizond as their seat of power. Following the reconquest
of Constantinople by the forces of Nicaea (1261), they settled with the title
‘Emperors of all the East, including Georgia’.

In the initial stages they managed, through continuous fighting, to extend their
territories westwards, until they were eventually stopped by Theodore Lascaris
of Nicaea. In the years that followed, they waged nonstop military operations
against the Turkmen tribes surrounding their lands. After the creation of the
Mongol Empire (mid-13th century), Trebizond became part of one of the ‘gate-
ways’ of world commerce, known as the Silk Road. This meant that Genoese and
Venetians were constantly present, and they struggled to control not only com-
mercial affairs but also nautical bases for their fleets, as they did all around the
Black Sea. Against all these forces (Turkmens, Mongols and Westerners), the
Grand Komnenoi maintained a delicate and precarious balance through dip-
lomacy, a series of carefully arranged marriages that spanned generations, and a
restricted military presence.

The Events of the 14th and 15th Centuries
Internal strife, dynastic war and palace revolutions threatened the very existence
of the state for almost a decade in the mid-14th century; these wars were fought
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between the local aristocracy (of Lazic or Georgian origin) and newcomers from
Constantinople. Finally, Emperor Alexios III restored peace while also winning
important victories against the Turkmen.

By 1400 many of the Turkoman emirates in its hinterland had been assimilated
into the Ottoman dominions, and Emperor Manuel III sided with the Mongols
against Sultan Bayezid in the Battle of Ankyra (1402). Trebizond profited from
the ensuing collapse of Ottoman power and dynastic feuds.

Soon afterwards, Manuel III was forced to aid the Venetians in a war against
the Genoese; following this war, his heir, Alexios IV, had to pay indemnities in
1418. Alexios IV’s successor (his son and his assassin), John IV, had to withstand
the assault of Sultan Murad II, who attacked Trebizond in 1442. Following the
conquest of Constantinople (1453), Trebizond was once again besieged in 1456;
the city held but sustained heavy casualties. In order to withstand future attacks,
John IV formed a coalition with the Ak-Koyonlu emir, the emirs of Sinope and
Karamania, and the rulers of Georgia. Finally in 1461 Mehmet II took Sinope
and blockaded Trebizond from both land and sea. After a siege lasting a month,
the city capitulated and henceforth was integrated into the Ottoman realm.

The Fortifications
The state of Trebizond could be seen as a dotted line of seaside walled cities situ-
ated across the northern coastline of Asia Minor and usually occupying antique
sites (as in Kerasous, Tripolis, Trebizond and Rizaion).4 Each was situated on (or
above) a natural harbour and functioned as an outlet for its respective hinterland
and resources. At the same time, isolated hillforts were built on the mountain
range bordering the coastline, usually guarding passes and strategic locations.
Whether these forts were mere guard posts or were accompanied by settlements
is open to research. A third category, that of naval posts and colonies created by
the Venetian and Genoese merchants around the Black Sea, although mentioned
in the sources and recorded by older travellers, has left little trace.

When it comes to the civic fortifications of the Empire, starting from the west,
the first major city (although in their hands for a mere decade) was the ancient site
of Herakleia Pontike (Karadeniz Ereğli, Turkey).5 It was located on a hillside
overlooking the sea and was surrounded with new walls during this period, with a
citadel at the top of the hill. The city walls followed the course of the 3rd-century
Roman enclosure, which had already left most of the city outside its perimeter.
The walls are protected by rectangular towers, built at intervals of c.40m between
them; the gates were flanked by similar towers, which reached a height of c.16m.
Most of the walls are difficult to detect since they have been built over by modern
houses. A tower bearing a dedicatory inscription stands out because it was
obviously built with care and has decorated masonry, with large spoliated blocks,
including a line of column drums, set in rows. It has two long and narrow arrow
slits in its upper part.
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The ruins of the small citadel are built in a different masonry style than those
of the city. A tower constructed with a lower part made of spolia and an upper
part with brickwork led Foss to attribute it to the reign of Theodore Lascaris
of Nicaea.

The walls of Herakleia are among the earliest 13th-century constructions.
According to the dedicatory inscription, they were built by David Komnenos in
1207. David, brother of Alexios I Grand Komnenos, taking advantage of the
chaotic conditions after 1204, extended his dominion to the west, across the
coastline of Paphlagonia and eastern Bithynia. He occupied Herakleia in 1205
and held it until 1214, when it was taken over by Theodore Lascaris.

The city of Kerasous (Giresun, Turkey)6 was built on a peninsula. The
ancient and medieval city lay on the western side of the peninsula, next to the
main port of the area; it was built on the side of a steep hill crowned by a fort.

The city walls were built along the coast, encircling the area from the west,
south and southeast. The east side of the walls climbed up to the fort on the hilltop
and then probably continued back down towards the sea. However, many of the
fortification sections have been lost, and their precise course cannot be recreated.
It is also possible that the upper part of the city was protected by another cross-
wall, only parts of which are currently preserved. Two gates can be identified, one
close to the sea, at the southwest side, leading to the lower settlement; the second
was much higher, to the southeast, and may have led to the upper ward.

The walls were built in various masonry styles, which have been attributed to
different eras. Those of classical antiquity were constructed with ashlar blocks
of different sizes; they are well worked and positioned in regular courses with
headers and stretchers. The medieval walls can be divided into two building
phases: the earlier and more extended phase used roughly hewn stones in regular
courses with bricks and pebbles at the joints. With a thickness ranging from 0.50
to 2m, it was built directly over the classical walls, with the latter (being thicker)
acting as a walkway on the inner side of the new structure. The towers were rect-
angular, semicircular or pentagonal, and their corners were structured with
larger, well-cut stones. This regular masonry was probably the work of Alexios II,
as it resembles the lower city of Trebizond and the Oinaios Castle.

A second medieval masonry style consisted of unhewn stones irregularly
placed, with thick mortar covering the joints and part of the surface to protect the
wall eroding due to rain. It can be attributed either to the Empire of Trebizond,
the Ottoman Empire or a local Muslim workshop.

The fort/keep at the top of the hill is an irregular octagonal enclosure.
Originally it could have had buildings lined against its inner sides; one such
building is preserved on the southeast side, covered with a barrel vault. A well or
cistern (currently filled in) occupied the centre of the fort, with stairs dug into
bedrock leading to it. The entrance to the fort was through a narrow opening;
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only a pointed relief arch is preserved. The fort’s wall was c.1.20m thick; various
later additions are all in the same masonry.

The city probably existed continuously through the Byzantine era; a lead seal
verifies the presence of a commercial administrator (kommerkiarios) here during
the 7th and 8th centuries. However, it rose to prominence in the 13th century,
when it became the second largest city of the empire after Trebizond. It remained
the westernmost extent of the empire until the 15th century. It may have been the
centre of an administrative unit (vandon), like Limnia, Rizaion or Trebizond. In
September 1301 Alexios II defeated a Turkmen army in Kerasous; this victory
meant the empire’s continued survival. The event has been described in various
contemporary sources, with Sgouropoulos recounting that Alexios, following
his victory, built the castle of the city; this probably refers to the fort at the top
of the hill.

Tripolis (Tirebolu, Turkey)7 is another coastal city between Trebizond and
Kerasous. It occupies a strategic location to the west of the Harşit (Filabonites)
river delta, where three small promontories are formed – a hint to the name of the
city. The eastern promontory preserves the fortification traces (see Plate 54). It is a
rocky outcrop (maximum height 25m) connected to the land along a low isthmus.
Initially there were probably two defensive precincts. The outer one would have
occupied the part of the isthmus towards the mainland, while the inner one

Plate 54. Tripolis (Tirebolu). View of the fortification. (Source: Karadeniz Kültür Envanteri)
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surrounded the rock. The outer ward is presently occupied by a modern settle-
ment and has been completely destroyed.

The entrance to the inner castle is from the south, where a heavily altered gate is
still preserved. It was 1.75m high and opened between two projections that
flanked the area. Walls are interrupted at regular intervals by triangular and semi-
circular projections. These projections are solid and fulfill the role of rudimentary
towers. They were preferred because construction was easier and because they
saved on materials. They have no traces of arrow loops or inner spaces. Defenders
fought from the wall-walk level, using these projections for flanking purposes.
Later additions or rebuildings are evident in various parts, such as the projection
to the west of the entrance gate and the cannon terrace at the west end.

The façades of the walls are built either with roughly hewn stones, set in
horizontal courses, or with rubble masonry. Local materials were used, including
basalt and schist stones. Smaller stones, pebbles from the Filabonites river, are set
in the joints, while the lime mortar was also used to smooth the surfaces. The
thickness of the walls varies from 0.75m to 1.25m. They presently survive to a
maximum height of 8m.

The castle was one of the key fortresses of the Trebizond Empire and its
construction must be attributed to the Grand Komnenoi. The geographer Vital
Cuinet noted that he saw two statues of John II Komnenos (1280–1297) and his
wife Eudoxia in the castle, which led Bryer and Winfield to consider them as the
founders. The city was a personal possession and refuge of the Grand Komnenoi,
and during the civil wars Alexios III withdrew to the castle in 1351, abandoning
his capital, and four years later he left his wife here for safety.

Trebizond (Trabzon, Turkey)8 was throughout its history an important
administrative and commercial centre. It was founded as Sinope’s colony in the
7th century BC, was part of the Roman Empire from 64/63 BC, and became
the capital of the theme of Chaldia from the 9th century and of the Empire of
the Grand Komnenoi from 1204 onwards. Occupying a naturally fortified hill cut
off by gorges, it possessed an important harbour (known as Dafnous), strate-
gically set at the outlet from Armenia and Central Asia to the Black Sea. In its
fully developed form, the city had a triangular form, with the tip of the triangle
set at the higher point towards the mainland, where the citadel stood. The base of
the triangle surrounded the lower city, while a third enclosure, the middle city,
lay between the two ends (see Plate 55). While the lower city dates from the
14th century, the citadel and middle city were continuously used and repaired
from the Roman era down to modern times. In its fully developed form the
walled city covered a surface of c.22ha.

The lower city ward has a vertical wall strengthened by rectangular towers.
The wall-walk was partly supported on blind arches on the inner part of the walls
(preserved in a single section of the west wall). The towers were simple flanking
projections. The ward may have also had an outer wall (at least on the east and
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west sides), only parts of which are currently preserved on the west side. The
southwest tower of the ward is an impressive structure with three storeys and a
battlemented terrace. It lies close to one of the most important gates, known
today as Zağnos Kapısı. This – currently blocked – monumental structure had
a single-stone cover, with an eagle sculpture set above it and an inscription
mentioning Emperor Alexios (II). Another surviving gate, known as Molos
Kapısı, lies on the north side of the walls, next to a tower that preserves its battle-
ments as well as its machicolation.

These walls are built with a rubble core and a façade of roughly hewn rect-
angular stones set in horizontal courses with pebbles, bricks and mortar covering
the joints. Larger ashlar blocks are used for the corners.

The middle city walls have been seriously altered or reused in modern con-
structions. Its west wall was built on ancient or Early Byzantine foundations,
below a masonry of well-cut blocks, probably dating to Middle Byzantine times.
Blind arches on the inner side of the walls are similar to those of the lower city.
An all-brick arch in the west corner of the north wall has been attributed to the
time of Justinian, while an antique polygonal structure in the southwest corner
was used as the foundation for a tower.

The citadel was always the centre of political power (see Plate 56). It is an
irregular triangular space; only a few building remains are visible, often set
against the walls. The oldest part of the citadel occupied its northwest side: it
was a monumental rectangular, double-storey structure, whose western part also
served as the outer side of the walls. This was identified with the throne room
described by Bessarion, and should therefore be dated to the 13th century.

Plate 55. Trebizond (Trabzon). Plan of the city walls. (Source: Eastmond et al., Byzantium’s Other Empire)
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Despite the various masonry styles of previous periods, a large part of the forti-
fications belong to a building phase dated to the 13th century; they are mainly
preserved on the eastern side and reach a height of c.30m. A triangular tower
in this section has an Ottoman and two Christian sculptures embedded in the
masonry. The walls of the north side belong also to a single construction phase,
perhaps from the 14th century. In this case, too, ancient blocks at foundation
level prove that the medieval walls simply followed a pre-existing line of walls.

Access to the citadel was always through the north side. Here there are traces of
two gates that were later blocked (the current entrance was opened after 1896).
Another postern is preserved on the east side, opening on the ground floor of a
tower. Bryer and Winfield identified it as the Gate of Saint George, known from
the sources.

The imperial palace, which no longer exists, quite possibly occupied the south-
west part of the citadel. It was probably built in contact with the walls on this
side: the large openings in the upper part of these walls should correspond to the
palace windows. In the same area there are traces of an Ottoman bath, among
other ruins dating to different periods.

As already mentioned, the walls of Trebizond were continuously used from the
Roman period onwards. However, the city flourished in the Late Byzantine
period and many new structures were recorded in the historical sources. For
example, Emperor Andronikos I (1222–1235) is credited with strengthening
the walls and building the palace at the citadel. In 1324 the largest addition –

Plate 56. Trebizond (Trabzon). View of the citadel walls. (Photo: David Hendrix)
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the lower city walls – was completed by Emperor Alexios II, and the complex
acquired its current form.

The city of Rizaion (Rize, Turkey)9 was the easternmost seaside settlement of
the empire. Because it was a frontier station between Anatolia and the Caucasus,
it came to the forefront each time there was tension or a conflict. The city
occupied a naturally fortified hill next to a relatively safe harbour. It had a three-
part division – a citadel and middle and lower wards; the latter was next to the sea,
and the citadel surrounded the top of the hill (c.150m in height) towards the
mainland. The enclosed area reaches c.4.4ha, which can be considered rather
small when compared to Trebizond (22ha).

Five semicircular towers remain along the citadel’s walls, which have a thick-
ness of c.1.5m. The gate was set in the east side. Outside the gate there is an outer
wall (barbican?) approximately 7m lower than the citadel; it was obviously a later
addition. The walls are built with roughly hewn stones in irregular courses,
covering a rubble core. A well in the southwest side of the citadel, dug into the
bedrock, would have provided water in times of need.

The middle ward (also known as the lower citadel due to its small size) was a
rectangular area lying below the citadel. The walls preserve only a trace of a gate,
which would have led to the lower ward. An interesting feature (also repeated in a
western section of the lower ward) was a series of nine blind arches on the inner
side of the west wall, obviously supporting the wall-walk. These arches, made
with brickwork, reach a height of 6m and have a thickness of 3.25m; their
pilasters measure 160.9m.

Only the west part of the lower ward is preserved, strengthened by rectangular
towers (the northern one being semicircular and probably of antique date). One
of the towers is preserved to a height of c.12m, and many of its structural
elements are made of bricks (windows, inner vaults). It is connected to the wall-
walk through an opening at the second-floor level. The wall preserves a single
gate, which has been significantly altered. At the northern end of the ward there is
an outer wall with rectangular open-gorged towers, each measuring 463m and
set at intervals of 20m. All the middle and lower ward walls are built with small
rectangular stones, set in regular courses, using bricks for arches and vaults.

Bryer and Winfield identified two building phases in the Rizaion walls. They
attributed parts of the citadel and the towers of the lower ward to the oldest
phase, which perhaps dates to the times of Justinian, based on the information of
Prokopios. The second phase included the walls of the middle ward, as well as the
outer wall of the lower ward. This should be dated to the 14th-century Empire of
Trebizond.

As mentioned above, a number of forts seem to have dotted the mountain chain
surrounding the Pontic shores. Few of them received notice before the work of
Bryer and Winfield, and this seems to be an open field for future research.
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Koukos (Kov Kalesi, Turkey)10 is a fort in Chaldia, c.15km southeast of
Gümüşhane and 6km south of Pirahmet. It rises on a rocky outcrop and visually
controls the whole surrounding area (see Plate 57). To the west lies a smooth
plateau with cultivable land. The castle is naturally protected on the south and
east sides by deep ravines, while access from the north is also difficult. The forti-
fication system comprises the outer ward and the citadel.

The main gate of the outer ward was on the west side, and no longer survives.
The opening in the walls is c.3m wide, and there are traces of the wooden doors
in the masonry, such as beam holes and traces in the mortar. The citadel gate
opens through the south wall. It was initially rectangular with a wooden lintel.
The opening’s dimensions were 1.6062m. A third minor gate lay on the south-
east side; it had an opening that measures 1.5063m. This gate was successfully
flanked by the east tower.

The position of the towers was dictated by the terrain. Semicircular towers
were built at the weaker points, near the west main gate and on the east side of
the walls. The towers preserve their arrow slits, which were rectangular with a
wooden lintel. One more tower rises from the middle of the north wall. No roof
or inner walls are preserved in the towers; they must have been made of perish-
able materials (wood). The citadel preserves traces from the wall-walk and the
battlements that crowned the walls. Stone staircases from the inner part of the
ward led to the wall-walk.

Plate 57. Koukos (Kov Kalesi). Aerial view of the castle. (Photo: Recep Ergin)
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The walls are built with rough stones from local quarries, set often in hori-
zontal layers with smaller stones in the joints. Lime mortar acts as the connecting
material, which also contained sand, chipped brick and pebbles. The core of the
masonry is rubble mixed with lime mortar. The castle walls are c.1.10–1.20m
thick, except in the steeper places, where it does not exceed 0.90m. Timber-
framing was used in the construction, as evidenced by the holes. The walls had a
single line of defence at the battlement level. The citadel walls are 0.90–1.10m
thick.

The fort was identified by Bryer and Winfield as Koukos, a castle founded by
Alexios III Grand Komnenos in 1360 to block the raids of a local chieftain.

Kouazi (Keçi Kalesi, Turkey)11 is a small fort in the area of Chaldia, in main-
land Pontos, south of Trebizond and Matzouka; it is located about 25km east of
Gümüşhane. It lies in a mountainous area that is waterless and treeless – almost a
desert landscape. The fort occupies a rock that rises c.250m above ground. It is
strategically located, guarding the pass to the east towards the valley and the
fertile lands of Kani.

The present structure was the upper ward of a large defensive complex. The
upper ward follows the contour of the rock, with triangular, circular and rect-
angular towers at intervals. The only access is to the east, where there is a narrow
passage connecting the hill to the nearby heights. The lower ward was extensive,
covering the southern and eastern slopes down to the base of the hill. A transverse
wall probably divided the area into two lesser precincts.

The masonry is made of rough stones set in irregular courses. Lime mortar
with many incisions is used as the connecting material, and the outer façade has
also been levelled with the lime mortar. The vaults in the covered areas were
constructed with slab stones used in the same way as bricks, but their coating with
white lime mortar is probably a later addition. The lower ward was carefully built
with a façade of smaller stones, almost rectangular and laid in regular courses,
over a rubble core.

Keçi Kalesi has been identified by Bryer and Winfield as the castle of Meso-
chaldia that is mentioned in 14th-century sources; they identified the settlement
of the lower ward as the bishopric of Kouazi (Leríou) from the 17th century.
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Chapter 12

What Makes a ‘Late Byzantine’
Fortification?

As can be easily deduced from the previous chapters, Late Byzantine fortifications
were closely connected to and in varying degrees integrated with the military
technology and architecture that one could find anywhere in the eastern
Mediterranean and European states. The same is also true for all socioeconomic
aspects of Byzantine society, beginning with the systems of land exploitation, the
manufacture and movement of goods, the market mechanisms and the movement
of capital, as well as of clothing, ideas and symbols. As seen above, fortifications
were used by all the social players in Byzantine lands, including imperial powers,
local magnates, feudal lords, monastic communities and powerful families. In the
end the whole of society participated in a common ‘defensive’ culture and became
accustomed to how fortifications should look and function.

Within this framework, the main question that needs to be asked is to what
degree did Byzantine rulers make adjustments to their structures to conform to
the evolution of fortifications during the Late Medieval period? The 14th and
15th centuries in particular witnessed continuous changes in the architectural
forms used in fortifications, with the 15th century being marked by the appear-
ance and extensive use of gunpowder firearms. In earlier research, Byzantines
were seen as ‘traditionalists’ and victims of their inability to adjust to new tech-
nological advances. When looked at more closely, it seems that all Byzantine
rulers were aware of, and did their best to adjust to, the changing patterns of their
times. Some of the features they employed in their fortifications, as will be shown
below, display a knowledge of the contemporaneous evolution of strategies and
tactics, as well as a willingness to combine new forms with their traditional
building techniques.

At the same time, it is also true that the new developments of the 15th century
(the production and use of gunpowder firearms) could be followed systematically
only by states with substantial financial means and the organizational prepared-
ness to maintain and support this technology. In the Aegean world, few powers
could provide these conditions: the Ottomans, the Venetians and the Hospitallers
of Rhodes, and to a lesser extent, the Genoese. Each of these states constructed
walls in the 15th century that followed experimental forms to use or counteract
cannon – these we might call ‘transitional’ fortifications. The Byzantine rulers,
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like all other polities and groups in the Balkans, could in no way afford such
long-term investments or compete with these larger, better-off powers. Thus
Byzantine fortifications remained medieval.

Form and Character
The main group of fortifications dated to this period are civic, protecting the
major settlements that were the power bases of the state. There were also hilltop
forts, constructed at strategic locations and mainly intended to deter enemy
advances. In all cases the main feature of this period is the division of the fortified
space into wards with the use of transverse walls. This system was especially
adaptable in mountainous terrains, with the added advantage that higher (and
therefore, smaller) wards acted as last refuges that could be defended, even with
limited resources, against larger forces. It also provided a distinct sense of social
hierarchy, with the smaller wards housing elite members, who often had to pro-
tect themselves not only against external attackers but also against members of
their own communities. The active role of community groups in the political
matters of their cities (often turning against their leaders) was a phenomenon
of this period that was ultimately reflected in urban planning and military
architecture.

For many of these walled cities, researchers have promoted the theory of
‘dynamic’ development, meaning the initial construction of a small hilltop fort
enticed people to settle around it, which led to the creation of a settlement out-
side the walls; in turn, these settlements acquired their own walls, and new
arrivals would then come to live outside those walls, and so on. This model has
been supported in various cases, including Mystras, Trebizond and Naupaktos,
but the lack of archaeological excavation in most cases prohibits more concrete
conclusions.

This new political reality of general insecurity and political instability was
reflected in the appearance of the ‘tower-house’, a self-standing fortified resi-
dence, both in civic (Constantinople, Mystras) and rural environments;1 this form
would have a long afterlife in the Balkans, being built up until the 19th century.
The independent tower(-house) was connected to a number of causes: security
priorities, growing social unrest and a new social reality of elite members seeking
autonomy from central or communal authorities. It is hard to say if this form was
‘introduced’ by the Western feudal lords who occupied the former Byzantine
territories after 1204 and constructed a number of keeps (residential towers and
seats of feudal control) throughout their lands, or whether we should see them
as copying the aristocratic residences of the Italian city states. In any case, the
tower(-house) became the basic unit of security during this period for those few
who could afford it, existing in addition to the fortifications built by state
authorities. It could be used as living quarters, as an independent structure or one
integrated into a wider complex. Many of these towers were also connected to
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the ever-growing monastic communities (constructed both in Mount Athos and
in all dependencies). The tower-houses constitute a whole chapter in the forti-
fication history of the Mediterranean and are not strictly related to a specific
political power.2 Needless to say, under the Ottoman rule many of these minor
structures soon lost their strategic importance and were abandoned.

Masonry – Construction Materials
Both in Asia Minor and the Balkans there is a universal tendency to build forti-
fications with simple and quick methods. In the majority of cases, the rubble core
is constructed with the use of a timber frame (cribwork), a method that allows
walls to be built more quickly (without waiting long for the mortared rubble
to dry) and provides more plasticity for the masonry, which is a benefit in
earthquake-prone areas.

The façades are usually built with roughly hewn stones set in irregular courses,
with smaller uneven stones or broken bricks set flat at the joints. Broken bricks or
tiles were placed either in single rows or in columns. The appearance of all-brick
masonry (following the recessed-brick technique) in Pythion and Nymphaion
is exceptional and perhaps reflects local workshops. Sections that were more
prominent or visible often had a façade of cloisonné masonry, with regular stones
in rows, each surrounded by bricks (as in Arta, Constantinople, Mystras, Nicaea,
Rogon); this style would have been considered luxurious.

Brick decoration in the form of arches and zig-zag or fishbone patterns is
present in the more visible and public parts of the walls, such as on the façades of
gates, on the major towers, etc. Brick crosses, which were usual in Byzantine
churches, can also be found on the wall façades of this period (Arta, Rogon,
Thessaloniki, Constantinople). In addition, there were also brick inscriptions,
such as at Serres, Anaktoroupolis, Thessaloniki and Angelokastro. Finally there
are brick monograms (Berat, Pythion).3

Towers
The majority of the towers of this period are rectangular and vary greatly in size
and height, from the small towers of secondary fortifications to the enormous
tower of Pythion. Semicircular, circular or horseshoe-shaped towers were often
used, especially in corners or as projections of the walls. In the outer walls of
Nicaea we find open-backed towers; similar towers are also seen in Trebizond
and Rizaion; these occurrences indicate that this tower type was more popular in
this period than in previous ones. Furthermore, these open-backed towers have
counterparts in Europe: the closest Balkan examples are seen in Methoni
(Peloponnese) and Smederevo (Serbia).4

Large openings in the upper parts of towers are usually proof that these were
also used for habitation and not only for defence, which makes them similar to
western keeps (or donjons). External buttresses supporting the projecting upper
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floor are found in the towers constructed in Mount Athos and its dependencies;
they are also encountered in some of the Mystras towers, as well as in other
Balkan examples. The tower of Pythion, with the continuous row of machico-
lations at its top, was proclaimed by earlier researchers as a unique instance,
where the Byzantines adopted a 14th-century Western European feature (seen
also in the walls of Hospitaller Rhodes, in Genoese Samothrace, Frankish
Livadeia, etc.). The Dimitriadis drawing of the Marmara walls in Constantinople
proves that such towers were also present in the contemporary fortifications of
the capital;5 they were therefore more widespread than previously imagined.

As mentioned above, many towers bear various decorative patterns, often with
inscriptions or monograms identifying their patrons. The gothic motifs on the
tower of the Peribleptos Monastery in Mystras stand out as evidence of a
syncretism and close relations between Byzantium and the Western European
tradition.

Gates
The main pattern of a simple opening between two towers is quasi-omnipresent
in Late Byzantine fortifications (Mystras, Nicaea, Pythion). Box machicolations
opening above the entrance are present in a few cases, such as at Arta castle and
the Silivri Kapı in the landwalls of Constantinople. All gates close with double-
leaf doors, often reinforced with a portcullis, especially in monumental con-
structions. There is no example of a drawbridge in Byzantine fortifications,
despite the presence of moats. There are also isolated instances where we can
speak of gatehouses (as in Pythion) – that is, a complex system with two towers
being united at the first floor, with a number of gates opening between them,
known from Western prototypes or western castles in Greece (Rhodes, Methoni).
Postern gates are a common feature in all castles, usually opening at the sides of
towers next to corners, but their construction is simple and with no exceptional
features.

The presence of a barbican as an exterior protection of main or vulnerable
gates (as in Didymoteichon and Mystras) can be seen as the adoption of a
common Western feature, which has so far only rarely appeared in Byzantine
fortifications.

Ramparts
A very interesting feature is the frequent use of forewalls in all parts of the Late
Byzantine world (Trebizond, Rizaion, Nicaea, Didymoteichon, Arta). These can
either cover the whole perimeter of the enclosure or protect the most exposed and
vulnerable parts (usually the ones built on flat, accessible land). Scholars have seen
this either as an ideological way to imitate and appropriate the imperial tradition
of Constantinople (especially in the case of Nicaea), as a survival/repetition of
an established, ‘indigenous’ Byzantine practice seen throughout the life of the
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Empire, or finally as following the technology of the day, with the discourse
of the ‘concentric’ or ‘double’ castra emanating from the Crusader states and
spreading throughout Europe (and coming to its peak with the Edwardian castles
of Wales).

Another structural feature, which was encountered in earlier periods but is also
present in many contemporary European fortifications, is the presence of blind
arches built on the inner side of the curtain to support the wall-walk, which was
thought to be popular because it allowed the builders to be economic in terms of
materials. In the case of 14th-century Mystras we can locate a similar example on
the other side of the same mountain range, in the Frankish walls of Androusa.

Elements such as staircases and wall-walks follow basic standard forms with no
evidence for differentiation. Battlements, when preserved, are simply built with
rectangular crenels and a flat top edge. Nowhere do we encounter the saw-tooth
edges or the stone corbels that would hold the wooden shutters for the merlons,
such as is seen in Hospitaller Rhodes.

Defensive Features
In contrast to what happens in European military studies, there has been very
little research on the defensive features of Late Byzantine fortifications. Arrow
loops, for bows and crossbows, can be found in almost all castles, yet they have
never been collectively studied or classified. Most of them are simple openings
that end with vertical slots on the façade of the walls. We do not encounter more
complex forms (such as double slots, cross-shaped, à étrier, etc.).

We also rarely see logically arranged lines of fire with multi-tiered positions
covering the whole circumference of a fortification. The main defensive line
remains the battlement level, with few embrasures in the tower floors or at the
ground-floor level. Early cannon-holes (of the circular or keyhole type) are not
typically found in Late Byzantine fortifications; when they are (as in Constan-
tinople), they are considered to be later additions.
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OVERVIEW

BYZANTINE WALLS –
FUNCTIONS, PERCEPTIONS

AND
‘OTHER’ FORTIFICATIONS
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‘A Tower of Strength, a Tower of
Firmness, a Tower of Life . . .’

(John Geometres, tr. H. Maguire)

This concluding chapter will tackle a number of general themes. Most of these
are only gradually appearing in recent studies, and they usually refer only to a
single site or to a particular time period. By setting them together, I hope to
demonstrate continuities or recurring ideas that may finally help reconstruct how
Byzantines not only used but also envisaged and understood their fortifications.
We have to remember that despite the fact that ‘an axe will always be an axe’,
the materials, size, decoration, maintenance or wear of fortifications can speak
volumes about the social impact that functional structures may have had, as well as
about the diverse perceptions they may help to construct within their sociocultural
milieus.

The first parts of this chapter will summarize how fortifications functioned
when utilized as an integral part of the Byzantine war machine. When I refer to
the ‘other’ fortifications, I have in mind two types. The first is military camps,
which played a huge role in every war but barely left a trace afterwards, and the
second includes monastic fortifications; these were vital parts of establishments
that had an immense impact on Byzantine society as a whole.

Next, I shall focus on the use of the walls during times of peace, practic-
ally, aesthetically and, ultimately, metaphysically. These aspects can be traced
indirectly through literary sources but also through the various inscriptions and
decorative patterns that can still be seen on the walls. A specific feature that stands
out in all periods of Byzantine fortifications (and architecture as a whole) is the
continuous reuse of ancient material (spolia); this practice is far from being merely
utilitarian but has only recently attracted much-deserved attention (see below).

How to Defend or Attack a Byzantine Fortification
Defending or attacking fortresses and cities was an important aspect of the
Byzantine art of war. Our knowledge on the subject usually comes from various
historical sources, many of which have already been mentioned in the previous
chapters. In many instances, however, we are unable to understand accurately the
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complex images they portray, to check which information they provide is original
or simply copied from antique works, or to verify these elements on the ground,
based on architectural and archaeological research.1

In all aspects, Byzantine strategies do not seem to differ from those of any
other medieval state. The main concern of a general was always to minimize
losses and improve the prospects of victory. The initial stages of a siege on the
part of the attackers would always include cutting off supplies, using starvation to
force submission, and waging psychological warfare to persuade garrisons to
surrender (demoralizing, frightening, fomenting discord, offering favourable
terms, feeding false information, cutting down trees, burning the harvests, etc.).
Additionally, many tales recount ruses and stratagems employed to achieve the
effortless conquest of a fort, such as sending in soldiers disguised as workers or
allies or messengers (as did the Bulgar tsar Samuel when besieging a Byzantine
fortress), capturing the leader of the fort when he goes to take his bath outside the
walls (as in the case of the city of Servia), and so on.2

To defend a fort, it was necessary to prepare the weapon and food stocks, safe-
guard the water supply, destroy water and food resources available to the enemy,
minimize the number of those unable to fight (by sending older men, women and
children to other safe places), and be able to send messages for reinforcements.
Hunting for information on both sides, plots and spy rings are common narrative
subjects, and the conquests of castles are often attributed to treasonous acts (as
was allegedly also the case for the Kerkoporta Gate, which was found open and
led to the fall of Constantinople in 1453). On the other hand, many stories speak
of successful sallies carried out by the besieged, when the attackers were careless
and failed to protect their camp (as in the Byzantine siege of Tarsus in 883, or
that of Crete in the 820s).3

When an outright attack on a fortification was under way, fighting seems to
have happened on three levels (above the walls, through the walls, under the
walls), varying according to the means of the attackers. As well as the standard
offensive tools (bows, swords, daggers, etc.), anti-personnel weapons included a
number of biological weapons (beehives, snakes, cadavers, etc.)4 and combus-
tibles, meant to initiate fire and spread panic, as well as the all-powerful weapon
known as ‘Greek Fire’ or ‘Liquid Fire’ (see above).

Climbing over the walls with ladders usually resulted in heavier casualties and
required a strong attacking force. Utilizing siege towers required intensive pre-
paration and resources, both to construct and to carry the towers to the walls.
They were obviously useless when attacking hilltop fortifications. They appear
regularly in historical accounts, both for the 6th to early 7th centuries (in Amida,
503; Martyroupolis, 530; Constantinople, 626) and for the 10th to 12th centuries
(Kastoria, 1080; Dyrrachion, 1081; various siege scenes discussed in the 12th-
century Skylitzes manuscript in Madrid).
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Passing through the walls demanded not only the use of siege machines (such
as rams and catapults) but also an extended period of time. Tortoise structures
(portable penthouses, known as laisai) were occasionally used to protect the users
of such devices.5 Missile-projecting and stone-throwing machines are mentioned,
but it is hard to visualize their details. As mentioned above, torsion-powered
machines (such as the onager) were used only until the 6th century (or slightly
before), while tension machines (ballistae in the form of a crossbow that could
throw stones or bolts) were widely used until the 9th century. Traction-powered
catapults (pulled by people) were introduced in the later 6th century and were
used consistently until the late 11th or 12th century, when the more powerful
counterweight catapults (trebuchets) were adopted (a change attributed to
Emperor Manuel I Komnenos).

Passing under the walls required digging tunnels, filling them with combus-
tibles and setting them on fire, which would cause the walls to collapse and allow
attackers to enter. This method is explicitly recommended by Nikephoros
Ouranos in his late 10th-century treatise (see above). Mines could only be
intercepted by counter-mines, provided that the defenders could detect the parts
of the walls that were being mined and that they had adequate forces to dig them
out and neutralize them. The discovery of such mines during the excavations of
the Doura Europos fortress (which fell to the Sassanids in 256) eloquently testify
to the use of these techniques. Defenders could prepare for the breach of the
walls, however, by creating earthwork fences on the inner side.

What happened to a city once the walls were breached is usually either sum-
marily passed over (insinuating all were enslaved, everything was destroyed, and
the conquerors plundered all the goods, etc.) or is coloured with graphic details
of – mostly repeated – events (holy places desecrated, women raped, children
slaughtered). However, it seems that a city could also put forward some sort of
resistance once the walls fell; fighters could retreat to inner enclaves following a
street-by-street fight, which was facilitated by the usually narrow and maze-like
street system; in the end, these enclaves could hold on until the attackers
promised safe conduct or to spare lives or until some sort of settlement was
reached with the official authorities of the conquering army.

This retreat model can be seen in the fall of Constantinople to the armies of the
Fourth Crusade (1204), for which we are fortunate to have two eye-witness and
trustworthy accounts, by Niketas Choniates and by Geoffrey Villehardouin.6

Niketas gave a sentimental account of atrocities, which have been repeated
henceforth in most textbooks. Geoffrey, on the other hand, details the fight on
the sea walls and describes how the attackers scaled them and captured four of the
sea towers, then opened three of the gates. Many of the defenders retreated to the
Blachernae Palace, which became a rallying point for ‘Greek lords’ (obviously
magnates with their retinues) and could offer independent resistance. Emperor
Alexios V had created his own military camp (with tents) on an open area, near
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the walls where his forces retreated. However, his battalions apparently lost heart
in the face of the mounted knights, and the emperor retreated towards the
Boukoleon Palace (part of the Great Palace, surrounded by its own walls and
served by a harbour).

The Crusaders kept fighting within the city streets, and at the end of the day
retreated and camped near the walls they had captured (i.e., at the periphery of
the city). Three commanders and their troops camped within the walls: Boniface
of Montferrat set up camp near the city centre (probably close to the Great
Palace), Baldwin of Flanders took over the military camp deserted by Alexios, and
Henry of Flanders settled near the Blachernae Palace. During the night Alexios
initially assembled forces for a counterattack but instead fled through the empty
streets to the Golden Gate and from there escaped the city. At the same time,
the Crusaders set fire to the houses close to their camps to prevent these build-
ings from being used to mount attacks against their camps. The next day the
Crusaders were prepared to continue the battle within the city but they
encountered no resistance; Boniface of Montferrat went to the Boukoleon Palace
and negotiated the surrender of the ‘fortress’, sparing the lives of all those within
(noblemen related to the imperial family, protected probably by the Varangian
guards). Blachernae surrendered to Henry of Flanders on similar terms. Both
leaders garrisoned the respective palaces with their people, proclaiming them as
their own territories and using them as leverage for the status they hoped to
achieve after the end of the war.

Networks of Fortifications; Strategies of Defence
A leitmotif in military history is the role a fortification may play as part of a wider
group of similar regional structures within a wider system of defence.7 Within
Roman territory, can fortifications work together as a network to ensure safety?
In borderlands, can they control and guard an area? In enemy territory, can they
be ‘offensive’, forcing enemies into submission? In all cases, should they be
examined separately, or as parts of multi-task chains (including also the trans-
mission of intelligence)?

For all periods of Byzantine history, various researchers have accepted or
spoken in favour of such ideas – some more cautiously, others more convincingly.
The idea of networks (especially when combined with watchtowers dotting the
territory) is an intriguing and indeed a logical one; furthermore, the notion of a
communication system based on fire-signals/beacons is a captivating image, one
that was even used in the Trojan War, as perpetuated by Aeschylus.8

The Byzantines reportedly had created in the 9th century a similar system of
beacons, its organization attributed to Leo the Mathematician and Emperor
Theophilos.9 The system served to give warning of Arab attacks and stretched
from the borders of Cilicia all the way to Constantinople, a distance of some
725km. Leo had allegedly devised a code for the interpretation of fire signals and
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a system that would guarantee their accuracy. Few of these beacons have been
identified in Cilicia and Cappadocia, though another such structure serves the
idea that the system might have been revived in the 12th century. However, one
must take into account the fact that information about Leo’s beacons comes
exclusively from later sources accusing Michael III of dismantling the system, at a
time when it was obviously no longer needed.

A Middle Byzantine inscription, currently relocated from the Peloponnese to
Venice, mentions that (an) Emperor Leo has erected a beacon-tower to send fire
signals when raiders were approaching. Rife has proposed that the emperor
should be Leo VI and the inscription would originally have been erected during
the late 9th or early 10th century on one of Acrocorinth’s towers.10

Examining the fortifications themselves, along with their archaeological
evidence, cannot offer, for the time being, conclusive support for or against the
existence of defence networks. This lack of clarity is partly related to the uneven
degree of archaeological research when it comes to Byzantine fortifications, as
well as to the lack of extensive landscape studies, a field that has progressively
advanced in the last decades, aided by the use of modern technology (especially
GIS-based viewshed analysis that can suggest intervisibility zones among forti-
fications).11 As Haldon rightly pointed out in referring to the Cappadocian
fortification network, such ‘systems’ were never static: they evolved and changed
as part of the wider strength and effectiveness of the empire.12

Whether as an actor in the hands of a mighty, yet distant, imperial authority,
or as a readily available refuge for local inhabitants, each fortification was one
more – fully integrated – element within the human and physical landscape
(along with roads, water sources, arable land, mines, woods, etc.). To include a
specific fort within a larger defensive scheme presupposes an important factor
that is almost always absent: the sure knowledge that at any given moment the
fortification was manned, prepared and in use. We can be certain about specific
sieges and battles; whether walls built centuries apart and situated in rough
proximity to one another were also simultaneously used, collaboratively partici-
pating in defensive patterns, or even kept in a prepared state, is in each case a
matter of further research.

The notion of defensive networks can be more convincingly supported for the
cases of island fortifications (especially in the Aegean). An island, due to its very
nature, is a restricted landscape, whose relation to the outside world offers clearly
defined entry points. At the same time, the habitable areas are also restricted
based on the existence of (usually mediocre) agricultural lands. Because of the
island’s special characteristics, the issue as to whether fortifications could be
simultaneously used as part of a regional defensive strategy (in the sense of a
customary or logical reaction in the face of imminent danger) can be discussed on
more solid grounds.13
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Marching Camps: the Lost Byzantine Fortifications
Practically all the military handbooks of the 6th to 10th centuries refer exten-
sively to a category of temporary fortifications – the marching camps the army
regularly used during military expeditions – that, so far, has not been recognized
on the ground.14 It seems that at least from the later 8th century a system of such
camps (known as aplekta) was in place, serving as supply or assembly points; they
lay at key sites along the military routes leading to the eastern or the northern
frontiers.15

Great attention was paid to how to choose a site, how to lay out the plans
according to the various units, and what provisions would be necessary. Detailed
descriptions are offered in the texts concerning their fortifications – ditches,
fences, palisades, gates – as well as for its watch systems, which were equipped
with guards, passwords, etc. Instructions are also included about the manoeuvres
an army must carry out when marching out of a camp or retreating back to it. The
diagrams included in the 10th-century manual attributed to Nikephoros Ouranos
(see above, ch. 5) are sketchy, oversimplified and probably from a date later than
the text they accompany.16 The text, however, provides detailed descriptions,
including the measurements of the camps, the number and location of the gates,
and the size of the imperial compound. It was probably addressed to people who
would have spent a considerable amount of their serving lives in similar camps.

The idea of marching camps obviously stemmed from and continued along the
lines set by their Roman predecessors and, at least according to the manuals, their
inner plan followed the Roman prototypes, with the four quadrants separated by
centrally crossing paths and leading to entrances in the middle of each side. The
imperial tent was at the centre, surrounded by the tents of the thematic troops,
forming the arms of a cross, with lightly armed troops occupying one of the
corners.

The utter lack of fieldwork in this domain makes it impossible to verify
whether these tactics were widespread or actually followed only on special occa-
sions (for instance, when large imperial forces were moving into unsafe territory).
The inclusion of many little stories of commanders who failed to take adequate
measures, either in choosing or defending a temporary camp, and were thus
victims of night attacks or ambushes is evidence that this system was widespread,
and practised by the whole military establishment.

Monastic Fortifications
Byzantine religious communities, whether residing within cities or in the
countryside, were always surrounded by high walls that cut them off from the
world while protecting them against potential intruders. One of the few hand-
books dealing with this particular class of buildings is already a century old.17

It was evident, therefore, from the early stages of Byzantine studies that typified
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monastic complexes were a class apart and a consistent presence in, and aspect of,
Byzantine society throughout its history. Generally, there is a regular plan
(rectangular, trapezoid) with the main church (katholikon) centrally placed, the
secondary buildings set against the inner sides of the walls, and a larger tower-
refuge occupying the most protected point of the enclosure. The earliest towers
date from the 10th to 11th centuries (Mount Athos) and must have been quite
impressive. Later examples always housed a chapel in the upper floors, and they
served as the final refuge of the community in times of danger. Many of these
towers (starting with the Middle Byzantine Zygos and Hilandar Monasteries) had
buttresses/spurs on their exterior walls, probably to support the superstructure.

What separated monastic from other types of non-official fortifications
(appearing especially in the Late Byzantine period) was that monasteries were
long-lasting, well-established and multi-functional establishments that formed
one of the few constants that Byzantine society could rely upon. Their religious
buildings closely reflected contemporary ‘official’ or ‘state’ architecture, and they
very much constitute the bulk of Byzantine structures currently preserved. In the
same way, we have to perceive their protective enclosures as going beyond the
private sphere; in many cases they resembled public buildings or were even
financed by public authorities, including the emperor or those close to him.

For the Early Byzantine period we have a single surviving – and still function-
ing – example: the monastery of St Catherine, Sinai (Mount Sinai, Egypt).18

The original structure was a nearly square fortress, surrounding the basilica and
the monastic amenities. The strong walls, largely preserved up to battlement level
on the three sides, were built with façades of roughly dressed granite stones from
local bedrock, covering a core of mortared rubble. The battlements survived
by being incorporated into later additions. The walls were strengthened with
circular and rectangular towers, and they date from various periods. In the
original fortress there were tower-like projections that could provide enfilading
fire. The early entrance, currently blocked, was a double one, consisting of a large
and imposing portal, and a postern to the left of it. The portal was protected from
above by a box machicolation, built with the same granite stones and still bearing
a tabula ansata with a dedicatory inscription mentioning the founding emperor.

The monastery was created by Justinian in the last years of his reign (between
548 and 560). It is noted specifically by Prokopios that Justinian built it as a
fortress to prevent the Saracens from making surprise attacks in Palestine.
Workshops, probably from Palestine and Egypt, were commissioned and sent
explicitly to construct and decorate the basilica, along with the sturdy rectangular
enclosure protecting it. We currently believe that while construction was under
way, a military camp was established outside the enclosure to house the workers;
this was manned by a garrison sent to secure the unfriendly surrounding territory.
Indeed, once the monastery walls were completed, Sinai could be seen not only as
a religious house but also as a fort bolstering the Byzantine presence in the area.
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For the Middle Byzantine period a number of monastic fortified enclosures,
or parts of them, can be attributed to constructions from the 10th to the
12th century. Most of them survive in the Mount Athos community. Among
the earlier structures, dated to the late 10th century, are the Great Lavra19 and
the Vatopedi Monasteries.20 They were both elongated rectangles, their external
walls strengthened with rectangular towers. In Vatopedi there was also a free-
standing multi-floored tower, known as the Transfiguration Tower, which was
later incorporated into a second phase expansion. The tower had regularly spaced
projecting wall buttresses, a feature that was used prolifically in later structures.21

The Zygos complex,22 dated to the 10th and 11th centuries, is the only one of
the Mount Athos monasteries to have been excavated. The pentagonal walled
enclosure was built on relatively flat terrain, with the northern part of the
enclosure climbing a steep hillside. All sides were strengthened with rectangular
towers, accentuating its military appearance. The gate opened in the south
stretch of the enclosure. At the highest point of the hill there was a large tower
projecting from the enclosure. It was square and relatively large (10610m) and
had buttresses (projecting spurs) on all sides. It clearly stood out from the rest of
the complex, and could have served as a final refuge.

In the area of central Greece a group of monastic complexes seem to have
preserved their original layout, with a quadrilateral fortified enclosure (trapezoid
or rectangular). The buildings are aligned along the inner sides of the walls, and
the katholikon is at the centre, free standing. There are few towers, almost always
rectangular, placed either on the corners or along the sides. The Hosios Loukas
complex in Boeotia (Greece)23 is usually dated to the 11th century. During that
period the monastery underwent a major expansion with the addition of a second,
huge katholikon (the Hosios Loukas church) and a new enclosure expanding
towards the south and east of the original nucleus. The fortification walls, mainly
built with rubble, included two gatehouses and at least three towers. The gate-
houses were located at the two ends of the enclosure. A pre-existing, two-tier
chapel next to one of the gates was turned into a high rectangular tower for its
protection. A second rectangular tower stood in the middle of the southeast side;
it is presently largely restored (with many of its later additions removed). A third
semicircular tower was identified at foundation level.

More substantial remains of a monastic enclosure survive at the Daphni
Monastery near Athens (Greece).24 It is a rectangle, measuring c.936100m; its
construction date has been greatly disputed, with the 5th, 11th and 13th centuries
all proposed as possible dates. The northern half of the enclosure survives today,
almost up to the battlements. The walls have blind arches on their interior face,
which supported the wall-walk. A few rectangular towers dotted the wall at
regular intervals.

The enclosure of the Hosios Meletios complex (Attica, Greece)25 is roughly
rectangular (60650m). Its gate opens to the south, and all the buildings open
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to the inner courtyard, while the exterior defensive walls have relatively few
openings. There are no towers, as was the case in the previous examples. The
Sagmata Monastery (Boeotia, Greece),26 dated to the early 12th century, has a
similar construction. The rectangular enclosure (45650m) is entered through a
gate at the east, and in the southwest corner there is a tower (the current tower is
a later construction).

For the Komnenian era, there are two cases which demonstrate how thin the
borders became between private and public, monastic and state fortifications. The
first involves the monk Christodoulos, 27 who acquired a number of properties
on the islands of Kos and Leros in the late 11th century. On Leros he held half of
the Pateli Castle; on Kos, according to his own words, he constructed a fort in
Palio Pyli with his own hands, building it with stones from the bedrock. After-
wards, he exchanged these properties with the state, taking in return the island of
Patmos. Here the community built a monastery that is still functioning and is pro-
tected by massive walls, although these were extensively restored in later centuries.
The Kos properties were in turn ceded to the imperial/Constantinopolitan
Pantokrator Monastery. The gate tower of Palio Pyli castle (see above) is one of
the finest examples of Komnenian military architecture preserved in the Aegean.

The second case refers to another imperial establishment, the Kosmosoteira
Monastery in Thrace.28 The mid-12th century (1152) is the date proposed for the
enclosure of the complex, set on a hill overlooking the Evros river valley. Its
fortification, enclosing an area of c.0.85ha, was especially strong: it followed an
irregular hexagonal plan, probably with towers at all the corners. Three rect-
angular towers are preserved, built with various techniques: the façade of one
features the recessed-brick technique in its simpler, irregular form; the second is
built solely with roughly hewn stones; and the third combines stonework with
bricks at the joints. The founding charter of the monastery (typikon) gives addi-
tional information: the fortification had a double (or two-part) enclosure and was
built as a castle specifically for the monks, with a tower for suspending the bells
and with two gates. From the 13th century onwards the site was turned into a
fortress that took part in the civil wars between contenders for the Byzantine
throne. By 1355 it had been abandoned by the monks, and turned into a small
settlement, passing later to the Ottoman state.

In the Late Byzantine period a concentration of fortified monastic complexes
was founded in Mystras and Mount Athos. In Mystras (see above) a number of
civic religious houses (Peribleptos, Pantanassa, Brontocheion, Metropolis) were
strategically placed along or at the corners of the civic walls. While using the city’s
enclosures and gates to gain easier access to the countryside, they also had their
own precinct and, in each case, a central multi-level tower with elaborate façade
decoration.

Mount Athos, on the other hand, developed into a multi-ethnic destination,
with multiple monasteries housing people from, or under the patronage of,
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Constantinople (Vatopedi Monastery), Trebizond (Iviron Monastery), Serbia
(Hilandar Monastery) or Bulgaria.29 At the same time, these monasteries
acquired multiple dependencies and lands in various parts of the Balkans and the
Aegean. A specific defensive unit, the self-standing tower (with or without
external buttresses), became popular over the course of the 14th century:30 these
were built as the last refuge for monastic communities (being found both in the
mother houses and dependencies, as in the case of Hilandar), but could also stand
independently in the countryside, serving as a residence or storeroom for the
local agricultural lands belonging to the monastery (as in the case of the Marianna
and Galatista Towers).

Another monastic centre developed towards the end of this period (late 14th
to early 15th centuries), with several religious houses taking advantage of the
inaccessible rocky landscape of the volcanic rocks of Meteora (Greece).31

These rocks completely protected each community that settled here; perched
on these heights, their enclosures served more as fences than walls.

Byzantine Fortifications in Times of Peace
We have very little information regarding the uses of the walls in times of peace,
or when there was no imminent danger from enemies. Many countryside forts
would obviously be used only in time of danger, and be rarely repaired otherwise.
Linear fortifications would also be manned only when under attack, although we
would expect guards to secure their entrances and exits (i.e., the gates). The same,
however, could not be true for civic fortifications, which were a constant reality
within settlements and would be regularly in need of repair if they were to be
sustained and ready for action. We can logically assume that their main entry/exit
points would be continuously guarded, as they not only controlled circulation but
would also facilitate other public functions, such as tax collecting or checking
merchandise and incomers.

According to the 5th-century Theodosian law code,32 regarding the erection of
the Constantinople land walls, the owners of the lands on which the defensive
towers were erected had the right to use them for private purposes in times of
peace; the landowners were also responsible for their maintenance. Their very
architecture, as already seen, offered independent use of the ground-floor rooms
for storing goods or even housing people. A slightly later law (422) ordered that
these ground-floor rooms should house travelling military persons.33 Further-
more, the land around the walls would continue to be used, either for cultivation,
animal husbandry or habitation. The 10th-century poem by John Geometres
explicitly mentions the fruit gardens, vegetables and vineyards next to the towers
of the capital’s land walls (see below), evoking the current conditions in con-
temporary Istanbul.34

Archaeological work at the walls of Hexamilion has proved that when not
being used as defences (after the mid-5th century), the walls and towers were
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turned into residences, while the open space within the fort was used as the
cemetery of this minor settlement.

The Lives of saints occasionally offer some insight into alternative uses for
walls: in Nikomedeia35 the towers of the Diocletian enclosure were repeatedly
mentioned as being home to hermits and monks. In 612, when Theodore of
Sykeon was in the city, he visited a number of hermits shut up in buildings along
the walls. He met a Syrian monk and a virgin, and went to a wine cellar, kept
by the head of the local poorhouse, in one of the towers. In the early 9th century
the famous hermit Isaias lived in the tower of ‘Saint Diomede’ (probably again
one of the Diocletian wall towers); there, he received a visit from the iconodule
St Ioannikios and foretold the future of Empress Theodora.

Spolia and Decoration
The use of spolia in fortifications was a well-established practice throughout
Byzantine history; it is usually attributed to a need to cut down on labour and
transport expenses, as there was ready-made material available on site. Alter-
natively, for the transition period the prolific use of spolia (which was even seen as
a criterion for dating a fortification to this period) has been explained based on
the model of total collapse, and the resulting hasty erection of walls in the face
of imminent danger. Furthermore, it was seen as a self-evident explanation for
periods of distress, especially those anticipating or following an enemy attack
(such as the building of the Herulian wall in Athens with abundant use of pre-
existing stone fragments). Lastly, the disruption of quarry operations at the end
of Late Antiquity has been seen as a further reason why each Byzantine monu-
ment exhibits a number of reused architectural members.

Nevertheless, our understanding of Byzantium’s perceptions and practices in
this matter has only lately been readdressed and greatly modified.36 We are
moving away from a purely utilitarian perspective into a more ‘organic’ and
logical interpretation of their use of spolia, one that fits within the wider
ideological, social and aesthetic mentalities of Byzantine society. Spoliation was
not confined to architecture; indeed, it was a way of thinking, feeling, writing and
eventually expressing an identity that was not only restricted to elite layers but
rather was widespread, and shared by the whole establishment.

In the field of fortifications, spoliation has been studied only for the early
period (especially from the 5th century onwards). Frey37 has rightly concluded
that the use of older architectural and decorative sculpture was prolific, and in
ways that could not be compared to other periods. The consistency with which
older material was incorporated into fortifications indicates an established and
conscious choice on the part of the builders and the viewers. What is even more
interesting are the differentiated ways in which older fragments were incor-
porated into construction, the new functions they were given, and the meaning
they acquired by their secondary placement.
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Researchers have sought to understand the process of spoliation and the dif-
ferent players involved in this process. Frey examined a limited number of forti-
fications of similar size and similar date in southern Greece, which helped him to
discern three different patterns in the approaches local builders took to reusing
architectural elements. In the first case (Aegina), they repaired pre-existing struc-
tures and incorporated a number of older inscriptions and decorative blocks
(although inconsistently) in the new defences in way that retained their form and
character, so that it was, in a sense, a partial restoration of the ancient structure. In
the second case (Sparta) they rearranged older decorative material from adjacent
buildings in ways that reinterpreted its aesthetic values, while the common
provenance of the spolia – and thus their earlier bonds – remained evident. In the
third case (Isthmia) builders incorporated spolia into the new structures with
indifference, thus rejecting their earlier aesthetics and significance.

Whatever the approach taken in each case, the discussion showed that spoli-
ation in Late Antique fortifications was a distinct and conscious process, which
demonstrated more the agency of builders and work crews rather than that of the
project coordinator or architect. The masons in each case exhibited a significant
freedom in expressing their own aesthetics, and they eventually followed what-
ever traditions and innovations they deemed effective.

As far as Middle Byzantine structures are concerned, each case or period has
been handled very differently. As mentioned above, for the 7th and 8th centuries
the use of spolia has been considered as the norm, the sign of an urgent need for
ready-made material in the face of adversity. This was promoted as an idea to
such a degree that if some parts are strictly built with spolia, then their ‘Dark Age’
date is almost certainly accepted. Nevertheless, in the 7th-century walls of Nicaea
spolia are clearly used with another intention in mind: to promote a sense a
monumentality, solidity and luxury. The spolia help these walls to be easily
distinguished from earlier structures and would have instilled in the inhabitants a
sense of security in the state’s ability to protect them.

In 9th-century fortifications the use of spolia is especially distinctive: in
massive towers the lower part is constructed almost exclusively with spolia, while
the superstructure is made only with bricks (Constantinople, Ankyra). In the
Boukoleon Palace the lower parts are again covered with Late Antique spolia, in
arrangements that require more study and interpretation. The Theophilos towers
along the sea walls of Constantinople are made with spolia in prominent places.
Finally, the wall next to the inner ward gate of Ankyra is an exceptional case: it is
decorated with a collection of ancient altars set one next to the other.

In the Komnenian and the Palaiologan walls the use of spolia is again promi-
nent: used for structurally sensitive spots (such as tower corners), they are usually
mingled along with roughly hewn stones and a variety of brick combinations and
integrated within the larger scheme without strikingly standing out. An excep-
tional case is the 13th-century ‘Marble tower’ fort in Istanbul, where the whole
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lower part of the rectangular tower is constructed with reused ashlar blocks from
an unknown ancient structure.

A special mention should be made of the use of column shafts. Two examples
illustrate the point: in the main gate of Ankyra columns were set horizontally and
parallel to one another to form the ceiling of the gateway. In the tower added next
to the Anemas complex in Constantinople column shafts were used as brackets
to support an open gallery/balcony. In both instances, in addition to structural
reasons, columns added an element of luxury and prestige to the structures.

When it comes to decorating the façades of the walls, and especially the gates,
there are many examples that testify to the importance the Byzantines placed on
these structures and the complex meanings they wanted to convey. The Golden
Gate of Constantinople embodies the opulence and political ideology of the
empire through its marble façades, inscriptions, gilded doors and statues. The
façades of the Ankyra inner ward may serve as another example: besides the sec-
tion with the altar pieces mentioned above, there are many isolated decorative
motifs in brickwork added along the curtain, such as circles with sun rays or
crosses. In the latter case (crosses), it is possibly a visual demonstration of how the
Byzantines viewed the walls (as expressed in literary sources, see below): as pro-
tected by God and a metaphysical boundary that creates and guards a holy space.

The decorative aspect is much more explicit in certain parts of the Komnenian
fortifications. The conches with saw-toothed brickwork in the walls of Con-
stantinople and Palio Pyli stand out because they have direct parallels in church
architecture and because they animate the entrances of the towers/gateways. The
Gyrolimne Gate of Constantinople, with the busts of empresses, may evoke,
as a visual concept, a direct link to specific people in the lineage of the imperial
family – as suggested for other examples of Komnenian art.38 In all cases, walls
must be seen within the wider context of the artistic production of the day, which
was actively used to promote a message of stability, continuity and survival for a
state constantly facing perilous adventures.

Dedicatory inscriptions were often combined with spolia and decorative pat-
terns to communicate with the viewers.39 Besides their aesthetic effects, the com-
memoration of emperors and government and church officials via inscriptions had
strong political, ideological and historical connotations. Inscriptions were usually
set on visible points, next to gates or on the façades of prominent towers. They
could be carved on stone (in relief, inscribed or inlaid) or made with bricks. The
majority simply stated the name of the donor and the year, often with a short
invocation to the divine. A few were anonymous invocations for the protection of
the walls, providing perennial apotropaic protection.

The Byzantines’ Perceptions of Their Walls
The degree to which the Byzantines appreciated and valued their fortifications,
and especially the walls surrounding the cities of the empire, can be traced
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through various threads, which are all basically interlinked and co-exist in the
sources. In the minds of the citizens of the empire, their military capacity was not
differentiated from divine protection or aesthetic appreciation. All these con-
stituted the distinct identity of Byzantine fortifications, which aimed to instill a
sense of security and permanence for the empire.

The first such thread is semantic: from the 3rd century onwards, an enormous
portion of the available resources was redirected and used in monumental walls
and public works.40 The idea of urban landscape was henceforth closely con-
nected to city walls and monumental gateways. From the end of Late Antiquity,
the very word ‘castle’ (kastron) was used interchangeably to denote a ‘city’;41

therefore, it was substantially different from the meaning that ‘castle’ acquired in
feudal Western Europe.

In all depictions of cities, whether in murals, floor and wall mosaics, manu-
scripts, icons, minor objects, seals or coins, the essential component symbolizing
a city was its walls.42 It goes without saying that the bulk of these images refer
to the imperial capital, Constantinople; Thessaloniki was also frequently repre-
sented. But whenever a city was to be represented, whether existing (in historical
accounts) or more fictional (heavenly or earthly Jerusalem, ancient or biblical
sites), the main medium was a generic depiction of walls.

Especially in the Late Byzantine period, it seems that castle images were
typified and used as symbols for specific cities. In this, they may have followed
a process that started in the Mediterranean with the Crusader representations
of walls on coins and seals.43 Consequently, the triple-towered castle was con-
sistently used by the state of Epirus to denote the walls of Thessaloniki; it went as
far as to be represented alone on a coin issue, without any inscription or other
attribute, being obviously easily understood by all those who handled it. The
same came to be with Constantinople and the coinage minted after 1261, when
the city was reconquered by the Empire of Nicaea: a circular chain of walls and
towers (with repeating triple-towered castles) surrounded the city’s patron (the
Virgin Mary), and this eloquent image acted as a symbol of the capital.44

Walls were also perceived as symbols of power and greatness; they were closely
linked to imperial majesty. Written histories, imperial panegyrics, court cere-
monies, chronicles, hymns, epigrams and homilies all help to demonstrate how
the idea of imperial power was reflected in the defensive greatness of the capital’s
(and the empire’s) walls. At the same time, continuing in the Roman tradition, all
celebrations of imperial triumphs, down to the last age of the state, passed
through the Golden Gate of Constantinople’s land walls.45 More importantly,
the profound symbolic and cultural significance of the Adventus Domini cere-
monies, which multiplied from the 3rd century onwards, were directly connected
to the gates of the major walled cities.46 It is in their capacity as visual expressions
of the empire’s strength and opulence, and of the emperor’s divine right to rule,
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that the façade decoration of many such gates should be acknowledged and
interpreted.

A second thread we need to follow to understand the walls is aesthetics. In
literary testimonies the walls are perceived as integrally linked to their landscape,
often causing awe and a sense of security in their viewers due to their inaccessible
location.47 They were also places of beauty and delights, appreciated for their
aesthetic value, magnificent gateways and well-shaped towers. One such promi-
nent example is the poetic description of a tower in Constantinople by the
10th-century poet John Geometres.48 He praises this hexagonal tower, pointing
out its strength and defensive prowess, as well as its symmetrical plan and fine
masonry. It is described as being extremely high and secure, positioned at the
meeting point of land and sea (probably at the intersection of the Marmara and
land walls). Geometres also praises the landscape, noting it consists of fruit
gardens, flowers and vines. It seems also that the tower served as a ‘belvedere’
point, where people would go in order to admire the wonderful view outside
the walls.

Furthermore, within the wider cosmology of Byzantine civilization, the walls
had a metaphysical connotation:49 miracles took place next to or on the ramparts
of city walls (whether in Constantinople or provincial cities). Countless accounts
of divine appearance in times of danger and enemy attacks justified the common
notion that the Byzantine walls were ‘God-protected’.

A telling example of the perceptions and procedures through which beliefs
turned into state ideology was the 626 siege of Constantinople by the Avars/
Persians: icons and relics were repeatedly part of the processions along the walls
during the siege by Patriarch Sergios. The rescue of the city was attributed to the
Virgin Mary, and a celebratory/commemorative service was instituted afterwards,
symbolized by the ever-popular Akathistos [‘Unseated’] hymn (taking its name
from the fact that, allegedly, the audience, during its first performance directly
after the end of the siege, never sat down so as to show reverence for their divine
rescue). In the Akathistos the Virgin Mary is clearly portrayed as a protective wall.
A similar scene took place during the siege by the Russians in 860, when Patriarch
Photios, along with Emperor Michael III, performed a procession around the
walls, carrying the Veil of the Virgin (known as Maphorion). In Photios’s own
words, the veil embraced the walls and immediately afterwards their enemies
retreated.50

A comparable line of divine interventions is recorded for many Byzantine
cities, directly relating holy figures to the defences. One of the most telling
examples is St Demetrios as the patron and protector of Thessaloniki; his relation
to the walls was visually commemorated in mosaics, icons and the city’s coinage
from Late Antiquity down to the 14th century.51

Another case involves the true image of Christ on a cloth (mandylion), which
was allegedly sent to King Abgar in Edessa (Urfa) and was kept, according to one
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version, in a conch in the walls above the city gates. According to another version,
the letter sent by Jesus to the king was inscribed as a talisman above the gates,
while the mandylion was kept in the city’s cathedral. It was later taken to Con-
stantinople, in the 10th century.52 Before that, however, the image was mirac-
ulously imprinted on a brick (keramion),53 which lay next to the cloth – perhaps a
brick of the walls(?) – thus transferring its holy essence to the clay (and to the
fortifications?).

The walls, therefore, functioned as powerful symbolic barriers separating
friends from enemies, good from evil, and sacred and holy from heathen and
infidel; they were holy spaces, belonging to God. Alexei Lidov has coined the
term hierotopy, namely, a distinguished sacred place.54 Especially for Constan-
tinople, the weekly procession and performance of the miracle of the Virgin
Hodegetria icon, which took place on the city walls until the 1453 conquest,
created and confirmed this metaphysical character. The divine connection was
further promoted by some of the inscriptions set on the walls (see above). One of
them, set in the Marmara Sea walls erected in the 9th century by Theophilos,
functioned as a prayer to Christ for the walls to endure throughout time. The
presence of chapels in towers, commonly encountered in monastic fortifications
and also in some civic cases (Nicaea, Acrocorinth), not only served the needs of
the guards but also sanctified the built borders of the city.

It is within this framework that the crosses (usually made of brick) decorating
the façades of many Byzantine walls should be understood. We can envisage
armies parading along the walls, or gathered in the open spaces outside them.
Whether preparing to campaign, returning victoriously or awaiting incoming
enemies, they would carry flags bearing crosses, relics and icons. In the minds of
the Byzantines, their state was the universal kingdom of God on earth, their walls
were ‘God-protected’ and their wars were fought in His name.

The composition of a 10th-century religious service,55 intended specifically to
be sung at the moment when the army departed for battle, simply followed an
established practice, one that was prescribed as a necessary military preparation
in many of the army manuals mentioned in this book. We can only imagine that it
would be sung next to (or even on) the walls, with the army attending in forma-
tion. It invokes the strength of the Cross, the Virgin Mary and all the Angels as
the guardians and defenders of the Byzantine Empire and its fortifications.
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Diocletian to Süleyman the Magnificent, 17; Sarantis & Christie, ‘Fortifications in the West’, 283;

Dalyancı-Berns, ‘An Exceptional City Wall?’, 81–2.

34. For some twenty examples of cities that were either built or radically rebuilt and expanded during

this period coming also from the Eastern frontier provinces and Anatolia, see Rizos, ‘New Cities

and New Urban Ideas, AD 250–350’.
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40. Ćurčić, Architecture in the Balkans from Diocletian to Süleyman the Magnificent, 23–25; Dey, The
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44. Ćurčić, Architecture in the Balkans from Diocletian to Süleyman the Magnificent, 46; Rizos, ‘New
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52. Sarantis, ‘Fortifications in the East’, 348–50, 353. Howard-Johnston, ‘Military Infrastructure in

the Roman Provinces North and South of the Armenian Taurus in Late Antiquity’, 868–71.

53. Parker, The Roman Frontier in Central Jordan; Whately, ‘El-Lejjūn’, 901–8.
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32. For an overview of this programme, see Howard-Johnston, ‘Military Infrastructure in the Roman

Provinces North and South of the Armenian Taurus in Late Antiquity’, 874–81.

33. For an overview of the Balkan fortifications in the late 5th and 6th centuries, see Sarantis,

‘Military Encounters and Diplomatic Affairs in the North Balkans during the Reigns of Anastasius

and Justinian’, 777–87.

34. We have unfortunately no archival evidence about the size of the garrisons, and only speculations

may be attempted at the moment.

35. Mango, Byzantine Architecture, 57–8.

36. Veikou, ‘Byzantine Histories, Settlement Stories’.

37. From the huge bibliography on the walls of Istanbul, we can cite: Foss, Byzantine Fortifications,

9ff.; Müller-Wiener, Bildlexikon zur Topographie Istanbuls, 286–319; Freely, Byzantine Monuments

232 Byzantine Fortifications



byzantine fortications - Press

of Istanbul, 26, 44–7, 49–54; Asutay-Effenberger, Landmauer von Konstantinopel-İstanbul; Crow,
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la Macédoine orientale à l’époque chrétienne et byzantine, 142–3; Dadaki, Lychounas & Tsouris,

‘Ochyroseis stis Paruphes tis Euryteris Pediadas ton Philippon’, 123; Provost, ‘Esquisse du

paysage urbain entre le IXe s. et le XIIe s. d’après les sources archéologiques’.
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20. Peschlow, ‘Mermerkule – Ein spatbyzantinischer Palast in Konstantinopel’; Asutay-Effenberger,

‘Wer Erbaute Mermer-Kule?’
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26. Ćurčić, Architecture in the Balkans from Diocletian to Süleyman the Magnificent, 515.
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tecture in the Balkans from Diocletian to Süleyman the Magnificent, 515–16; Tsouris, I Ochyrosi tou

Didymoteichou, 281–2.

240 Byzantine Fortifications



byzantine fortications - Press

30. Provost, ‘Esquisse du paysage urbain entre le IXe s. et le XIIe s. d’après les sources archéolo-
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33. Kakouris, ‘Anaktoropoli. Istorikes Plirophories kai Archaiologika Dedomena’; Ćurčić, Archi-
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Diocletian to Süleyman the Magnificent, 628–31.
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Üniversitesi Research Center for Anatolian Civilizations, 2016.
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Coming of the Turks, edited by Philipp Niewöhner. Oxford University Press, 2017. Available at:

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780190610463.003.0008.

———. ‘New Cities of Late Antiquity: Theodosiopolis in Armenia’, in New Cities in Late Antiquity:
Documents and Archaeology, edited by Efthymios Rizos, 101–15. Bibliothèque de l’Antiquité Tardive
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Dalyancı-Berns, Ayşe. ‘An Exceptional City Wall?: Re-Thinking the Fortifications of Nicaea in

an Empire-Wide Context.’ Oxbow Books, 2020. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/

j.ctv138wsz8.12.

Davies, Gwyn. ‘Roman Warfare and Fortification’, in The Oxford Handbook of Engineering and Tech-
nology in the Classical World, 30 December 2009. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/

9780199734856.013.0028.

Dennis, George T. ‘Flies, Mice, and the Byzantine Crossbow.’ Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 7

(ed. 1981): 1–5. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1179/030701381790206571.

———. Three Byzantine Military Treatises. Dumbarton Oaks Texts 9. Washington, DC: Dumbarton

Oaks, Research Library and Collection, 1985.

Des Courtils, Jacques. ‘Nouvelles données sur le rempart de Xanthos.’ Revue des études anciennes 96,

no. 1 (1994): 285–98. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3406/rea.1994.4577.
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2016, Koç University, Research Center for Anatolian Civilizations (RCAC). Koç Üniversitesi Yayınları.
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Quincey, J.H. ‘The Beacon-Sites in the Agamemnon.’ The Journal of Hellenic Studies 83 (1963):

118–32. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/628457.

Ricci, Alessandra. ‘A Resilient Landscape: The Land Walls of Constantinople and Their Surround-

ings.’ Deltion tis Christianikis Archaiologikis Etaireias 39 (2018): 125. Available at: https://doi.org/

10.12681/dchae.18479.

Richardson, Alan. Theoretical Aspects of Roman Camp and Fort Design. BAR International Series 1321.

Oxford: John and Erica Hedges, 2004.

Richmond, I.A. The City Wall of Imperial Rome. Yardley, PA: Westholme, 2013.

Bibliography 259



byzantine fortications - Press

Rife, Joseph L. ‘Leo’s Peloponnesian Fire-Tower and the Byzantine Watch-Tower on Acrocorinth’,

in Archaeology and History in Roman, Medieval and Post-Medieval Greece, edited by William Caraher,

Linda Hall and R. Scott Moore. Routledge, 2008. Available at: https://doi.org/10.4324/978131

5262277-28.

Riley-Smith, Jonathan, ed. The Oxford Illustrated History of the Crusades. Oxford Illustrated Histories.

GB: Oxford University Press, Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 1995.

Rizos, Efthymios. ‘The Late-Antique Walls of Thessalonica and Their Place in the Development

of Eastern Military Architecture.’ Journal of Roman Archaeology 24 (2011): 450–68. Available at:

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1047759400003469.

———. ‘New Cities and New Urban Ideas, AD 250–350’, in New Cities in Late Antiquity: Documents

and Archaeology, edited by Efthymios Rizos. Bibliothèque de l’Antiquité Tardive 35. Turnhout,
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Whately, Conor. ‘El-Lejjün: Logistics and Localisation on Rome’s Eastern Frontier in the 6th C. A.D.’

Late Antique Archaeology 2013, 8, no. 2 (2013): 893–924. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1163/

22134522-90000028.

———. ‘Organisation and Life in the Late Roman Military: a Bibliographic Essay.’ Late Antique
Archaeology 8, no. 1 (2013): 209–38. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1163/22134522-90000006.

———. ‘Strategy, Diplomacy and Frontiers: a Bibliographic Essay.’ Late Antique Archaeology 8, no. 1

(2013): 239–54. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1163/22134522-90000007.

———. ‘War in Late Antiquity: Secondary Works, Literary Sources and Material Evidence.’ Late
Antique Archaeology 8, no. 1 (2013): 99–151. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1163/22134522-90

000003.

Whitby, Michael. ‘Procopius’ Description of Dara (Buildings II.1–3)’, in The Defence of the Roman and

Byzantine East: Proceedings of a Colloquium Held at the University of Sheffield in April 1986, edited by

Philip Freeman and D.L. Kennedy, 737–83. BAR International Series 297. Oxford: BAR, 1986.

———. ‘Siege Warfare and Counter-Siege Tactics in Late Antiquity (ca. 250–640).’ Late Antique
Archaeology 8, no. 2 (2013): 433–59. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1163/22134522-90000014.

———. ‘The Long Walls of Constantinople.’ Byzantion 55, no. 2 (1985): 560–83.

White, Lynn Townsend. Medieval Technology and Social Change. London: Oxford University Press,

1976.

Williams, Stephen. Theodosius: The Empire at Bay. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995.

Winter, Frederick E. Greek Fortifications. Phoenix. Supp. vol. 9. Toronto: University of Toronto Press,

1971.

———. ‘The Chronology of the Ancient Defenses of Acrocorinth: A Reconsideration.’ American

Journal of Archaeology 95, no. 1 (1991): 109–21. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/505159.

Bibliography 263



byzantine fortications - Press



byzantine fortications - Press

Index

Historical Figures and Officials
Abgar, king in Edessa (Urfa), 227
Aelian, author, 34
Aeneas Tacticus, author, 78
Aeschylus, 216
Al Mutasim, caliph, 112
Alaric, Visigoth leader, 37, 51–2
Alexios I Grand Komnenos, emperor, 197
Alexios II Grand Komnenos, emperor,

197–8, 200, 202
Alexios III Grand Komnenos, emperor, 196,

199, 204
Alexios IV Grand Komnenos, emperor, 196
Alexios I Komnenos, emperor, 115, 119,

130, 132, 134, 136, 138, 141, 146
Alexios V, emperor, 215–16
Ammianus Marcellinus, author, 13–14
Anastasios, emperor, 2, 32, 34, 37, 45, 48,

57, 59–60, 65
Anastasios II, emperor, 92
Andrew, saint, 52
Andronikos I Grand Komnenos, emperor,

201
Andronikos I Komnenos, emperor, 131, 195
Andronikos II Palaiologos, emperor,

158–61, 164, 170, 172
Andronikos III Palaiologos, emperor, 159,

161, 181–2
Andronikos Lapardas, 136
Anna Komnene, princess, 132–3, 138
Anna, wife of Nikephoros of Epirus, 184–5
Anthemios of Tralles, architect, 38
Antoninus Pius, emperor, 11
Arkadios, 14, 43
Arrian, author, 34
Augustus, emperor, 3, 11, 49
Aurelian, emperor, 17

Baldwin of Flanders, emperor, 216
Bardas Skleros, general, 126
Basil, saint, 66
Basil I, emperor, 88, 114

Basil II, emperor, 86, 115, 118–20, 190
Basil Archridinos, bishop, 136
Basil Kartzimopoulos, bishop, 121
Bayezid I, sultan, 173, 196
Belisarios, general, 32, 35, 74, 79
Bertrandon de la Broquière, 161
Bessarion, cardinal, 200
Bohemond, prince, 138
Boniface of Montferrat, 216

Chalkokondylis, historian, 158
Charles II Anjou, king, 185
Charles VIII, king, 165
Chitzilakis, general, 121
Chosroes II, shah, 33
Christodoulos, monk, 140, 221
Chrysis of Alexandria, architect, 38
Claudius Gotticus, emperor, 25
Clavijo, traveller, 161
Constans II, emperor, 13
Constantine I, the Great, emperor and saint,

13, 16, 18, 34, 76
Constantine III, emperor, 70
Constantine IV, emperor, 86
Constantine V, emperor, 87, 92, 102
Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos,

emperor, 91, 95, 120
Constantine VIII, emperor, 120
Constantine (Komnenos Doukas),

sebastokrator, 184
Constantine Palaiologos, 170
Constantine Tarchaneiotis, 175
Constantius II, emperor, 14, 27
Constantius Chlorus, caesar, 76
Critoboulos, historian, 158

David (Grand) Komnenos, emperor 197
Diocletian, emperor, 3, 7, 13, 15, 18, 23, 26,

29, 34, 76, 223
Doukas, historian, 158



byzantine fortications - Press

Eugenius, emperor, 13
Euthymia, saint, 90
Eutropius, 32

Frederic II Hohenstaufen, emperor, 160, 184

Galerius, emperor, 22–3
Gallienus, emperor, 18
Geoffrey Villehardouin, historian, 216
George Branković, despot, 175
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Artemision, see Rentina
Athens, 12, 18–20, 185, 220, 223

Acropolis, 18–19

Duchy of, 185, 192–3

Stoa of Attalos II, 18

Avlona, 130

Bari, 130
Beirut, 115
Berat (Beligrad, Belegradon), 184–6, 188–9,

207

Bizye (Vize), 12
Buffavento fort, 141
Butrint, 36, 38, 47–50, 74, 184–5
Byzantion (see also Constantinople), 18

Caesarea (Kayseri), 34, 61, 65, 76–7, 85–6,
115

Carthage, 68, 70, 79, 85
Chalcedon, 33
Chalcis, 90, 92
Chandax (Herakleion), 92, 114, 120, 123–4,

149
Chios, 130, 185
Chrysopolis, 86
Cologne, 13
Constantinople (Istanbul), 1–2, 4–5, 27, 31,

33, 36, 45, 57, 63, 85, 114, 130, 132,
159, 161, 165, 184–5, 206, 216, 226,
228 Empire of, 157–8, 163, 185, 188,
222

Golden Gate, 24, 42–3, 74, 77, 173–4, 176,

216, 225–6

Hagia Sophia, 38

Pantokrator Monastery, 140, 221

Sieges and Conquests, 86, 88, 90–1, 114,

131–2, 157–8, 161, 163, 165, 195–6,

214–15, 227

Walls (Blachernae Palace, Anemas prison,

Manuel wall, Marmara, etc.), 6, 24, 38,

40–4, 55, 74, 76, 78–81, 93–4, 119–20,

134–7, 148–53, 166–7, 172–6, 207–9, 222,

224–5, 227

Corfu, 48, 131, 184
Corinth, 36, 38, 51–2, 54, 77, 139

Damascus, 27
Daphni monastery, 152, 220
Daras (Anastasioupolis, Dara Köyü, Oğuz),

32, 34, 37–8, 58–60, 74, 76–7, 80–1,
114

Dereağzı, 100, 112
Develtos, 87
Dhema Pass (see also Thermopylae), 54–5
Didymoteichon, 165, 172, 175, 179, 208
Dobrudja, 52, 57
Dorostolon (Silistra), 114, 118, 123
Dorylaion (Eskişehir), 63, 110
Doura Europos, 215
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Drama, 45, 73
Dyrrachion (Durazzo, Durrës), 24, 37–8, 47,

130–2, 183–4, 214

Edessa (Urfa), 32, 115, 130, 227
El-Lejjun, 29
Eleutherna, 92, 99
Emesa, 115
Ephesus, 100, 104, 130, 150–1, 169
Epidauros Limera, 51
Eulochos, 184

Galatista tower, 222
Gaza, 29
Gerasa (Jerash), 12
Golemo Gladište, 45
Gortyna, 92, 98–9
Gümüşhane, 203
Gynaikokastro, 179, 181, 188

Hadrian’s Wall, 11, 39
Haemus Gates, 57
Halep, 115
Herakleia of Latmos, 171
Herakleia Perinthos (Marmara Ereğlisi),

43–4, 88
Herakleia Pontike (Karadeniz Ereğli), 130,

196–7
Herakleion, see Chandax
Hexamilion, 36–7, 39, 51–5, 57, 74–6, 79,

161, 166, 182, 222
Hierapolis (Pamukkale), 61, 63, 141, 143
Hieron (Anadolu Kavağı), 143–4, 151–3
Hosios Loukas monastery, 220
Hosios Meletios monastery, 220–1

Ikonion (Konya), 63, 131, 141
Ioannina, 130, 134, 136, 138, 183–8
Isthmia (see also Hexamilion), 52–4, 224

Jerusalem, 226
Justiniana Prima (Caričin Grad), 34, 45–6

Kanina, 184
Kantara fort, 141
Kassandra peninsula, 55
Kastoria, 130, 133, 214
Kenchreai (see also Corinth), 51
Kerasous (Giresun), 196–8
Kitros, 116

Klokotnica, battle, 183
Komotini, 45
Konya, see Ikonion
Korykos (Kızkalesi), 143, 146, 149, 152
Kosmosoteira monastery, 221
Kotyaion (Kütahya), 91, 100, 110–11,

141–2, 150–3
Kouazi (Keçi Kalesi), 204
Koukos (Kov Kalesi), 203–4
Kydonia (Chania), 92, 98–9

Laodicaea, 169
Lechaion, 51
Lepcis Magna (Lebda), 69
Limisa (Ksar Lemsa), 71, 81
Limnia, 198
Livadeia, 208
Long or Anastasian Wall of Thrace, 37, 39,

55–7, 79
Lopadion (Uluabat), 134, 143–5, 150
Lulon, 88

Madavros (M’Daourouch), 70–1
Magnesia (Manisa), 166, 168–9
Makre, see Telmessos
Malagina (Metabole), 143, 145
Mantzikert (battle and fort), 4, 113, 115, 119
Marianna tower, 222
Markovo Kale, 180–1
Martyroupolis, 79, 214
Mediolanum (Milan) 33
Melanoudion, 170–1
Melitene (Malatya), 79, 87–8, 114–15
Mesembria (Nessebar), 45, 88, 91
Messene, 12, 78
Meteora, 222
Methoni, 207–8
Miletos, 100, 104–5
Monemvasia, 164, 172, 179
Morea (despotate of), 2, 5, 157–8, 161,

163–5, 176, 186
Mount Athos, 207–8, 219–21

Great Lavra monastery, 220

Hilandar monastery, 222

Iviron monastery, 222

Vatopedi monastery, 220, 222

Zigos monastery, 219–20

Myriokephalon, battle, 131
Mystras, 151, 157, 163, 164–6, 172, 176–9,

206–9, 221
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Brontocheion monastery, 178, 221

Hagia Sophia, 177

Metropolis, 178, 221

Palace of Despots, 177–8

Pantanassa monastery, 178, 221

Peribleptos monastery, 178, 208, 221

Naissus, 24
Naples, 32, 184
Naupaktos (Lepanto), 183–5, 186, 191–2,

206
Neopatras (Ypati),
City and walls 184, 186, 192–3
Duchy of, 5, 157
Nicaea (Iznik),

City and walls, 6, 25–7, 76–7, 86, 91,

99–103, 108, 110, 119, 124, 126, 130, 134,

141, 149–50, 152, 163, 166–8, 207–8, 224,

228

Empire of, 5, 157–8, 160, 163, 175, 184,

195, 197, 226

Niketiaton (Eskihisar), 170–2
Nikomedeia (Izmit), 18, 25–7, 110, 132,

141–3, 149, 166, 168, 223
Nikopolis, 47, 49–50, 74, 77
Nineveh, 33
Nisibis, 14
Nymphaion (Kemalpaşa), 170, 207

Ohrid, 24, 152
Oinaios Castle, 197
Onchesmos (Saranda), 36, 47–8, 50

Păcuiul lui Soare, 119–20, 122–3, 151
Palio Pyli (Kos), 138, 140, 149, 151–2, 221,

225
Palmyra, 27, 29, 60
Patara, 100
Pateli Castle, 221
Patmos (island and monastery), 140, 221
Patras, 51–2
Pegadia, 134
Pegae, 168
Pelagonia, battle, 163–4, 178, 184
Pergamon, 100, 104, 141–2, 150
Perge, 12, 78
Phanari, 185, 193–4
Philadelphia, 130, 164
Philippoi, 45, 79, 119–21, 149, 179–80
Philippopolis (Plovdiv), 12

Philippopolis (Shahba, Syria), 25, 27
Pliska, 86–7
Polystylon, see Abdera
Prousa (Bursa), 110
Pythion, 179–80, 188, 207–8

Ravenna, 32, 87
Rentina, 24, 120–2, 138–9, 149, 151, 153
Resafa (Sergioupolis, Anastasioupolis), 29,

34, 37, 58, 61–2, 74, 76–7, 79–82
Rhaedestos (Tekirdağ), 88
Rhesaina (Ras al-Ayn), 77–9
Rhodes (Rhodos), 12, 79, 85, 92, 95–7, 134,

138, 151–2, 205, 208–9
Rizaion (Rize), 196, 198, 202, 207–8
Rogon, 185–6, 191, 207
Rome, 12, 17, 32–3, 37, 85
Romuliana (Gamzigrad), 23

Sagmata monastery, 221
St Catherine monastery, see Sinai
St Ilarion fort, 141
Samosata, 88, 115
Samothrace, 208
Sardis, 100, 103–4, 130, 150, 153
Scampis/Scampa (Elbasan), 24–5
Sebastopol, 58
Selymbria (Silivri), 88
Serdica (Sofia), 18, 24, 87
Serres, 172, 176, 207
Servia, 186, 188–91, 214
Side, 100
Sidon, 115
Sigon (Saône, Sahyun, Salah ad-Din), 119,

124, 126–8, 149
Sinai, 37, 77, 82, 219
Singara, 79
Sinope, 131, 196, 199
Sirmium, 24, 131
Smederevo, 207
Smyrna (Izmir), 130, 166, 169–70
Sozopetra, 88
Sparta, 36, 51–2, 74, 224
Split, 23–4, 76–7
Stobi (Gradsko), 18
Strata Diocletiana, 29
Sura, 27

Tarsus, 88, 115, 118, 214
Telmessos (Makre), 100, 141
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Temenos (Roka, Prophitis Ilias), 124–5
Teveste, 68, 80–1
Thamugadi (Timgad), 69–70, 78
Thebes, 92, 131
Theodosioupolis (Erzurum), 60, 87, 115
Thermopylae, 35, 38, 52, 54
Thessaloniki,

City and walls, 18, 20–4, 33, 35–6, 40, 45,

51, 74, 76–7, 79, 86, 92, 114, 116, 120–1,

131, 134, 136, 150, 163, 165–6, 172, 176,

181, 183–4, 207, 226–7

Empire of, 5, 157, 163, 175, 183

Heptapyrgion, 20, 176

Thessaly (duchy of), 157, 183–6, 194
Theveste (Tebessa), 68–9, 80–1
Tigani, 92–3, 95
Trebizond (Trabzon),

City and walls, 130–1, 163, 195–202, 204,

206–8

Dafnous, 199

Empire of, 2, 5, 158–60, 195–7, 199, 202,

222

Trier, 78
Trikala, 193
Tripolis (Tirebolu), 196, 198
Tyana, 87–8

Valona (Vlore), 184
Venice, 160, 192, 217
Via Egnatia, 24, 40, 45, 47, 56, 121
Vonitsa, 184–5

Xanthos, 25, 100

Yöre Kalesi, 170–1
Yotvata, 29

Zapetra, 88
Zenobia, 34, 37–8, 58, 60–1, 74, 76–8, 80–1
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